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ABSTRACT CONTENT

Shopping centres, malls and big box retail stores can be found all 
over the world. But, in many places they have seen their hay day. 
In the US, malls are closing at an alarming rate and a common 
strategy is to transform these big boxes into new uses, both into 
a whole new neighbourhood or an individual building.

 In Sweden, the e-commerce is growing steadily, probably at 
the expense of the physical retail store. In the future, cities are 
expected to need a lot less retail space since we do our shop-
ping in other ways. So what will happen with all the retail space 
we today have in and around our cities, be it external shopping 
centres or smaller stores in the city centre? What values do we 
want to promote and keep in our future cities?

In Borås, the big box retail area is centrally located but still very 
car dependant. The municipality wants to develop this into an 
integrated part of the city, how can this be done?
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PART ONE

PROJECT AIM & RESEARCH QUESTIONS

This project aims to explore how a big box retail landscape can 
be transformed into a more sustainable and integrated part of 
the city as a whole through urban design. 

• What are the potential future consumption patterns?

• How can the big box typology become more spatially integrated in 
the overall urban tissue and thus become more sustainable?

• How can nature become integrated and utilized within the big box 
landscape?

MODERN RETAIL 
IN SWEDEN 
A LOVE STORY
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A LOOK BACK 
ON

YESTERDAY

Early steps towards modern retail
Before the industrialisation revolutionized society and thus also the 
city, trade still existed in the city but taking another, more homogene-
ous form. Up until the 19th century and the industrial revolution, the 
Swedish retail had looked almost the same, leading to the general store 
having the same spatial expression and layout whether it be in the rural 
areas or in the city. But a new time lay ahead, and the transformation 
of the city at it’s core, was inevitable.

Trade and its importance for the city can not be understated. It could 
be argued that it is the sole reason for cities existing today, since it was 
around farming and trade routes people gathered and smaller communi-
ties started to grow into what we today call cities. It was also trade that 
was the driving force for other types of urban life to take form, such as 
night-life with bars and restaurants (Bergman 2003:7). In this Swed-
ish pre-industrial city, trade took form either as the necessary everyday 
shopping (groceries etc.) in the general store or the periodic markets 
(usually held outside) where entertainment centred shopping occurred 
(Bergman 2003:14–19).

In mid-1800, Swedish cities started to see a vast expansion with a large 
population growth. This was mainly due to the modernisation of the soci-
ety, with factories opening in the cities, leading to a demand for a work-
force (Bergman 2003:21). This was a time when buildings purposed for 
production, meaning e.g. both production of knowledge (libraries) and of 
goods (factories) and more were the dominating typologies (together with 
dwellings) (Kärrholm & Nylund 2011:1045). 

As the population and its wealth increased, so did the demand for stores. 
The industrialization had led to more reliability regarding flows of goods, 
meaning the store owner could plan his/her business and thus the stores 
also became more reliable for the costumers. The homogeneity of the gen-
eral store started to become more diversified and more buildings desig-
nated for consumption were constructed or retrofitted, with a store in the 
ground floor and dwellings above (Bergman 2003:21–24,44). As a con-
sequence, the store front got the lead role in the city and window shop-
ping became a main activity for all citizens. Everyone became flâneurs. 
Naturally, stores became more specified, catering towards certain people 
and the location of the store became increasingly important. This even-
tually led to the agglomeration of stores and the creation of the shopping 
street (Bergman 2003:27). More activities eventually gravitated towards 
these areas, with its steady flow of people, leading to more public life tak-
ing place during both days and evenings (Bergman 2003:50). The retail 
business was still a small percentage (0,5% of the population of Sweden) 
of the working force though, with around 10,000 people working with 
retail in the mid-1800s (Kärrholm & Nylund 2011:1045). 

This section is partly derived from the thesis “Stadsplanering i internetål-
dern” written by Erica Välimaa & Johannes Rydbo (me). Translation and 
re-write by me.

Figure 01. 
1915–1930; Stockholm. Meat store
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Figure 02. 
1949; Nyköping. Department store

Enter: the modern retail
With small stores being the dominating typology through most of the 
nineteenth century, new typologies were introduced in the later part of 
the 1800s and in the beginning of the new century really entered the 
city. These new typologies would both change the spatial formation of 
retail for a foreseeable future, and how consumption as a concept was 
seen. 

At the end of the century, the market halls were introduced to Sweden. 
They were a progression from the open market trade taking place on 
the public squares, making the trading more specialised and hygienised 
(Bergman 2003:57–58). As a natural development from the market halls 
(erasing the outdoor/indoor border, gathering of more business under 
one roof) the department stores were introduced at the turn of the centu-
ry. But while the market halls consisted of individual merchants selling 
their goods over the counter, the department store was owned by one 
sole owner with the main goal to sell as much as possible to a cheap price 
(even more luxurious goods). The idea of the department store came from 
predecessors in France, Britain and The US (Bergman 2003:61). 

A problematic aspect of the introduction of the department store was the 
lost connection between retail and the street. The whole purpose with 
the department store was that you were spending time inside a building, 
disconnected from the outside world. And this situation was fuelled by 
the owners of the stores, making sure to create the best conditions for 
the customers to stay as long as possible. By tailoring a holistic expe-
rience, and offer a vast range of products, this was possible (Bergman 
2003:62–63, 81). Simultaneously, regulations enforced upon the open 
market trade became gradually harsher, leading to a decline in merchants 
and smaller businesses (Kärrholm & Nylund 2011:1046). The Swedish 
retail market became less diversified, with fewer and larger stores.

While the first department stores (e.g. NK and PUB) were catering 
towards a more wealthy audience in the bigger cities, the introduction 
of EPA, TEMPO (now ÅHLENS) and later DOMUS made shopping 
realistic also for the working class in the towns around the country. The 
most important feature was the placement of goods on shelves, and the 
fact that the customers would themselves gather what they needed, thus 
the interaction with the clerks decreased. The interior was standardised, 
making all stores in the individual chain the same. The standards set by 
these types of stores eventually spilled over, forcing the more tradition-
al stores to take after with e.g. larger stores as an effect. As a result 
of the growing popularity, these stores eventually became to be seen as 
much of a public space as a street or a square, even though they were not 
(Bergman, 2003:87–95). In the end, these stores were private spaces on 
private owned land. 

The department stores continued to increase in popularity during the 
first half of the 1900s, but it was as we entered the second half of the 
century mass consumption really took off. It was also in the early 1950s 
that both IKEA and H&M opened their first stores. This is also when 
DOMUS opened up. Owned by the Swedish cooperative union, it became 
”the hallmark of Swedish welfare society”, and by the 1970s most of 
Sweden’s middle-sized towns had a DOMUS store by the main central 
square (Kärrholm & Nylund 2011:1047). This coincided with the rise 
and golden age of the social democratic movement in Sweden. 

The introduction of the automobile to the public (1960s and onwards), a 
large suburbanization and the new paradigm of modernistic architecture 
and planning led to new structures in the city. For the retail, evolution 
happened simultaneously: external shopping malls adjusted for the auto-
mobile being built in the outskirts of the cities, and, as a counter reaction, 
the pedestrian-only shopping streets in the city centres. The pedestriani-
zation was part of an urban renaissance movement, fronted by architects 
such as Jan Gehl, was led by a critique towards the modernistic planning 
principles. But it was also enabled by the same modernistic ideas, which 
promoted separating different modes of traffic and leading the automo-
biles around the city cores. (Kärrholm & Nylund 2011:1047, Bergman, 
2003:150–152)

As shopping became more identity driven during the late 1900s and a 
leisure rather than a necessity, so did the requirement for the environ-
ment in which it took place (Kärrholm & Nylund 2011:1048). Shopping 
was now an activity to do in ones spare time as good as anything. This 
led to refurbishment of many of Sweden’s city centres in the 1990s. The 
new focus on the outside environment meant less appreciation towards 
the department store, leading to many of them closing and more smaller 
stores opening. 

Simultaneously, the big box landscape in the outskirts of the cities 
continued its never ending expansion with not only the areas in them-
selves growing, but also the size of its stores. As Kärrholm & Nylund 
(2011:1049) argues: the reason behind retail localisation seemed to shift 
from urban agglomeration and centrality towards retail agglomeration 
and the accessibility of the automobile. 

With the trends of centrality and periphery happening simultaneously, 
what is then the role of retail in the city of today? And yet, we still have 
the rise of e-commerce to discuss...

Figure 03. 
1966; Vårby. External shopping centre
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THE RETAIL OF 
TODAY

The situation today
Much of what has been described in the earlier section can still be seen 
in the city today: there is a continuous tension between the retail in the 
city centre and the external big box shopping in the periphery. But as 
we have moved into the digital age, the e-commerce has grown ever so 
large, every year gaining market shares. Combined with new trends 
of sustainability also affecting the retail business, actual agreements 
of reducing carbon footprint (the Paris agreement) and new consumer 
patterns of younger generations, the retail industry is continuing to 
transform. But one thing is certain, we consume more than ever.

As shopping has become an activity as good as any for leisure, both the 
city centre and the external shopping malls has somewhat transformed 
and become more multifaceted. Restaurants, cafés and more cultural 
activities are now a natural part of both the shopping street and the shop-
ping centre, although the store is still the most common reason for visit-
ing any of these areas (Kärrholm & Nylund 2011:1048, (Svensk Handel 
2018:13). Well, you do need to refill your energy between your visit to 
the shoe and the book store. 

But the biggest change, and what seems to be the most important driver 
for change within retail, is the rise of e-commerce as it forces the physical 
retail to adapt. The new digital consuming pattern has also affected the 
physical world: as the internet is not bound by time and space, the expec-
tation on the availability of the physical store is changing, with longer 
opening hours being one way to adapt. As digitalisation is entering every 
corner of our society, our behavioural patterns beginning to change. 
(Grewal et al.2004:706). But it is important to note, retail space is 
expanding in the physical world, and new malls within the city (e.g. mall 
of Scandinavia) are being built while external shopping malls (e.g. Asecs 
Jönköping) are being renovated and expanded. So what is our relation-
ship to shopping (consumption) today, and what are the biggest trends 
we see within the retail business?

This section is partly derived from the thesis “Stadsplanering i internetål-
dern” written by Erica Välimaa & Johannes Rydbo (me). Translation and 
re-write by me.

Figure 04. 
2015; Solna. The Mall of Scandinavia

According to Jayne (2006:3) the city life has transformed in the last 
thirty years, away from structured by the logic of production of goods 
and services and towards a consumption oriented city, defined by and 
through consumption. The city is centred around spaces of consump-
tion and creating well organised spaces like these, is important for cities 
competing within the urban hierarchy. Being a good consumer city will 
attract both the workforce and tourism as well as investment. As we now 
live in a post-industrial city, the balance between producer and consum-
er has shifted, with more power gained by the latter. This means that 
economically, politically, socially and spatially the city is now organised 
around consumption, rather than production. And with the shift from 
an industrial economy to a service economy, the workforce is no longer 
found in the factories but rather in the financial, advertisement and the 
retail sector etc. (Jayne 2006:57–58).
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This is a picture we as urban designers recognize, with consumption be-
ing a solution usually used within projects, the consumer solves both the 
vibrant public life and the feeling of safety. But also as a regular citizen, 
our behavioural pattern and movement in the city is often characterized 
by consumption in some form, whether it is having a coffee with a friend 
or picking up groceries for the evening dinner. And as we are citizens in 
the post-industrial city, we do rarely reflect on the modes of production 
for what we are consuming, since it is detached from us, often even tak-
ing place in another part of the world. But we are producers of something 
else, as Krivy & Ma (2018:7–8) puts it: the 21th century human is a 
prosumer, we as consumer produce the so after sought lively city atmos-
phere. Drinking coffee on a bench on a public square, both consuming the 
coffee and producing vibrant life, we’ve transformed from homo sapiens 
to homo cappucino.

As established, consumption is a vital part of our present day cities. But 
what about the actual retail industry? Well, 10% of the workforce in 
Sweden are working within retail, and within the age group 16–24 it 
is 20% (Svensk Handel 2020:58). And the total amount of household 
expenses in Sweden was 2019 in total 2 217 billion Swedish crowns 
which is an increase with 1,3% from the year before, and a 27% increase 
from 2009 (Roos 2020:4). Note: in 2020 the consumption went down 
with 4,8%, which probably has its explanations in the current pandemic. 
Other interesting facts are that the visits to shopping malls has decreased 
in general and that the second hand consumption is increasing (Roos 
2020:5). These are trends that can be spotted in other countries as well. 

In 2020, Swedes has increasingly shopped through the internet, with 
especially groceries growing (Roos 2020:26). If this behaviour will con-
tinue after the COVID-19 pandemic is still to be seen. Comparing sta-
tistic with the MERS outbreak in South Korea show that the increase of 
internet shopping during the outbreak increased from 3 800 million won 
to 4 400 million won, to sink to around 4 000 million won when it was 
over (Svensk Handel 2020:15). So we might see some decrease when 
the pandemic is over, but probably not back at the same levels as dur-
ing its worst phase. But as older generations has been introduced to the 
e-commerce, even more during the pandemic, their patterns will probably 
change somewhat in the future. The older generation is especially driving 
the change of groceries becoming much more of a e-commerce commodi-
ty, with around 20% of consumers buying groceries online (from March 
2020) compared to around 10% in January 2019 (Postnord 2020:8–11). 
It is though important to make a distinction between different markets 
within the e-commerce. Different levels of maturity is apparent, were e.g. 
the book market is about 60% digital (Svensk Handel 2020:71).

The main reasons for choosing to make a purchase on the internet instead 
of going to a physical store is first and foremost availability and a low-
er price. It is easy to get information about the product and to compare 
prices with just a click. This is also the basis on how the customer choose 
which company to buy from, the price. You can also access the internet at 
24/7, meaning you can e.g. make a purchase laying in bed in the evening 
(Grewal et al. 2004:706–708, Williams 2009:221–235). As consumers 
have become more aware of prices, the price has also dropped.

Looking back, we can see that the total decrease of physical stores in 
Sweden between 2012–2017 was around 5000, while the number of 
companies increasing in the e-commerce was about the same (Svensk 
Handel 2018:13). And some reports mean that Sweden does not need 
any net growth of retail space in the next fifteen years and that the physi-
cal retails market share will decrease from 90% to 70% (Bruvik 2019:1). 
Most cities and shopping malls already have trouble with vacant stores 
and this is will likely increase, then these spaces will need new uses. At 
the same time, some reports say otherwise. When Amazon (the worlds 
largest e-commerce company) bought the food chain Whole Foods with 
its around 500 physical stores in  2017, some actors saw it as a shift 
(Petersson 2021). Maybe the physical store was not dead after all?

Well, at the same time as these reports seem to conclude the death of the 
physical store, new malls are being built or being renewed and renovat-
ed. What is then the status of the city centres shopping streets and the 
external shopping mall today?

According to the organisation Svensk Handel (the Swedish trade or-
ganisation), 56% of the visitors in the city centre were there to visit the 
stores (Svensk Handel 2018:13). And the city centre, from the municipal 
point of view, is one of the most important spaces within the city and the 
vision of having a lively city centre is very strong in Swedish municipali-
ties. This has been studied more thoroughly in the thesis “stadsplanering 
i internetåldern” (Rydbo & Välimaa 2019) were we concluded that all 
the studied municipalities saw a great importance of the city centre, and 
mainly seeing it as a place for consumption. It was also expected that 
shopping would be what created the “vibrant urban life”. This is mostly 
driven by national retail organisations (e.g. Svenska stadskärnor) and 
city associations which are usually joint ventures between the municipal-
ity and the private businesses active within the city (Kärrholm & Nylund 
2011:1049) This can be viewed as a privatization of public space, as with 
the shopping mall, becoming a space regulated by the forces of consump-
tion. And the Gehl idea of walk-able cities is still as present, with car-free 
shopping streets being a phenomena all over Sweden. 

Increase of the amount of e-commerce companies 
(beige) and the decrease of physical stores within retail 

(Svensk Handel 2018)

Revenue of the e-commerce in billion Swedish crowns 
(SEK) (Hui Research 2020)

Market share of total retail
(Svensk handel 2020)

Diagrams: Johannes Rydbo

The external shopping (big box retail) is also expanding, even though it 
is continuously being criticized for its unsustainable landscape, with the 
geographical location in the periphery of the city and its space design 
being extremely car-oriented. One reason for this is that Sweden is one of 
few countries in Western Europe yet to adopt a national policy regulating 
these external commercial centres. And the attitude towards these areas 
has changed within the municipalities, from being restrictive to more lib-
eral. The reason for this is probably the income commerce means for the 
municipality and employment, both leading to increased tax income. And 
with no national policy, municipalities are played out towards each other. 
When the retail industry is showing interest in opening more commercial 
space in new locations. This is a problem that is seriously affecting Swe-
den’s ability to reach their environmental goals. And the question of the 
role of the automobile is sensitive, as people in general is not as sceptical 
towards it as professional planners (Kärrholm & Nylund 2011:1050–
1052, Bergman et al. 2019:40–46). 

But as Sweden is in need for pro-active planning, it is not all bad. Borås 
stad for example, have (hence this project) concrete plans on integrating 
their big box retail area in the urban texture, connecting it with the city. 
But as reports from the USA show, were shopping malls are closing at 
an alarming rate, approximations of up to 25% of all malls face closure 
according studies (Hanbury 2019), the plans from Borås might be just 
what we need. So while it is not necessary from a economical point of 
view we look at these issues, searching for solution (even though reports 
from the US tell us we might need to rethink), it is first and foremost 
from an environmental standpoint.

As stated in the beginning, new trends of sustainability is affecting the 
retail business, but as we have seen in this section, consumption contin-
ues as much as ever (with a little bump on the road in 2020). Well, in the 
next section we will take a look at how the retail business is expected to 
change, and how that will possibly manifest spatially in the cities. 
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A GLIMPSE OF 
TOMORROW

WHAT DOES THE FUTURE HOLD?
As these are all predictions, they are in continuous change. And from 
what we have understood, the retail industry is ever changing in its 
nature. Unpredictable scenarios, as for example the recent pandemic, 
also change our behaviour in sometimes unexpected ways. But as we 
are in the urban planning profession and we do need to be pro-active, 
we will here take a look on some of the trends and predictions made 
of what the future holds.

One trend, seen especially in the younger generations, is the aspect 
of sustainability. The young consumer is more aware and wants to 
make “sustainable choices”. It can be seen in various reports and when 
trendy brands such as Urban Outfitters launches a rental service where 
you rent clothes instead of buying them, it clearly seems to be a re-
alistic move in the future (Tiffany 2019). In the report “Framtidens 
handelsplats 2030”(The future market place 2030) by Nyfosa (real 
estate company) together with Warm in the winter (architectural firm), 
the same trends are mentioned as probable. The sharing and circular 
economy, is expected to increase vastly with new generations having 
different values and ideas around wealth and owning (Warm in the win-
ter 2019:8,15). We see examples of this manifesting in the city today, 
where electrical scooters in every corner is an everyday encounter for 
most of us. 

In the future, we can also expect more mixed-used areas. Gone are the 
days with a car oriented big box landscape with large parking areas, 
where only shopping takes place. In the future we both live, shop, work, 
enjoy culture and work out at the same place. With this also comes an 
increasing focus on both the physical environment, being a place for 
inspiration and experience. That means both more digital solution in 
the individual stores but also an overall focus on architecture etc. It also 
means more flexible spaces, with shops changing with a larger speed, 
and for example pop-ups becoming a more common solution. These are 
changes external shopping centres sooner or later will have to consid-
er, or they might lose their relevancy all together (Warm in the win-
ter 2019:8–9, 17). Even though they today have an increased yearly 
revenue of 20%, it is far from certain the trend will continue (Bergman 
et al. 2019:39)

As digitalisation is taking over more aspects of our lives, the physical 
store is expected to become more digitalised. A more seamless border 
between the e-commerce and the physical stores is expected, with the 
use of smart phones becoming a natural part also in the physical store. 
The multi-channel and omni retail is also expected to rise, where e-re-
tails also have physical stores or showrooms and you can for example 
look at a product in the store, then you order it from your phone while 

in the store or at home, or having a cooking class in the grocery store 
(Warm in the winter 2019:10,15). An increase in e-retailers being 
interested in physical stores can also be seen (Bergman et al. 2019:59). 
An indication of the relevancy of the physical store. 

Predictions regarding the amount of retail space in Sweden show that 
the need for space is expected to decrease with between 80 000 m2 and 
420 000m2 between 2017–2025. But as been said before, the shopping 
malls are in general doing better than the city centre, so it is yet to be 
seen where this space is decreased. As planners, it comes down to what 
city we want to promote. As stated by Bergman et al (2019:34–38): 
the urban planner in Sweden tend to be more reactive than proactive, 
and does not seem to understand the reality of the threat that the 
e-commerce is having on the need for retail space.

As the car oriented external shopping centre is criticized for being un-
sustainable, there are solutions to reduce the car dependency. Bergman 
et al. (2019:46) offer some ideas: rental electrical bikes with loading 
boxes, electrical car pools, good public (electrical) transport and home 
delivery. These things need to be in place when reducing car availabili-
ty, they argue. 

As demand for locally produced, at best sustainable, goods has in-
creased, so has the idea of urban production. In short, urban production 
brings back the old relationship of production and the city. As dis-
cussed in earlier sections, the modern city is more centralised around 
consumption rather than production, which is what the advocates for 
urban production wants to change. How can we structurally organize 
our cities around both consumption and production? Since one prime 
reason for the move of factories out of the cities has been the negative 
impacts on the environment, new technologies might be able to change 
this. With new technologies, urban factories could be integrated within 
both the urban fabric and maybe even mixed-use buildings (Burggräf et 
al. 2020:766). 

Several new projects are in the pipeline for such a typology, with maker 
spaces and small industries being integrated within one building, for ex-
ample the Island Wharf in London (by PH+ architects) and in Toronto 
(WA Contents 2018, Barak 2019). These so-called shared factories are 
perfect for start-ups and the like, working with small batches or proto-
types (Burggräf et al.2020:769).
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As the rapid changes in retail is continuing, together 
with new ideas of urban design and planning, the exter-
nal shopping mall is changing. The car driven planning 
paradigm is (at least in theory) over and we now strive 
for more bicycle and pedestrian friendly cities. Whole 
areas mostly adapted for cars is therefore not wanted 
within the city anymore, and hence transformations are 
taking place all around the world. But, it is not mainly 
in the interest of the retail industry that these changes 
happen, as free parking places etc. are one of the big 
USPs for areas like these (according to Dunham-Jones 
(2010) the market is the driving force in the United 
States though). But nevertheless, transformations occur 
everywhere and I will further down in this segment take 
a look at a couple of examples of transformations, either 
on-going or finished. 

Together with a changing ideal of city planning, we also 
have the growth of e-commerce which has been con-
cluded in the earlier segment and in my bachelor thesis 
from 2018. The trends are clear, e-commerce is growing 
at the expense of physical retail and new strategies are 
needed. Why even bother taking the car to a place out-
of-town for shopping when you can get it delivered right 
at your door? Therefore, even though I have concluded 
that the change of these landscapes are not retail driven, 
it might be in their best interest that these transforma-
tions do happen. As sustainability has become a trend 
outside of spatial planning and the like, also the com-
mercial industry has realised the important of at least 
pretending to be sustainable. And to not promote a car 
oriented society, might be one way to “take responsibili-
ty”. 

In the US, the death of the mall has become ubiquitous 
and while this has not been a big of a problem in Europe, 
we might see this development happen here. Especial-
ly since there is an interest in preserving a lively and 
vibrant city centre (Rydbo,Välimaa 2018) and we might 
not have consumers for all. The US has extensively 
more retail space per capita than Europe, and because of 
that have seen a decline in malls in especially far away 
locations. Therefore, a trend of so-called “retrofitting 

suburbia” has started. One of the more prominent figures 
within this movement is Ellen Dunham-Jones, an archi-
tect and writer of among other the book “Retrofitting 
suburbia - urban design solutions for redesigning sub-
urbs. There is also the “build a better burb”-organisa-
tion, which is part of the same movement. And, as it is 
in the US, it is very much influenced by the new urbanist 
movement thus having rather specific architectural and 
urban design preferences. But since this movement ac-
tually have produced clear material regarding strategies 
for transformation of malls and similar big box land-
scapes, we will take a look at their work. 

Ellen Dunham-Jones had in 2010 a Ted talk where 
she talked about this subject. She argues that the main 
reason for the process of suburban retrofitting is happen-
ing is the change of demographics in the suburbs, with 
younger couples not getting as many children (or non at 
all) as older generations. The younger generations are 
also more interested in an “urban lifestyle”, which can 
not be found in the suburbia. The other reason is what 
she calls “under performing asphalt” i.e. empty parking 
spaces in the suburban landscape. Since many of these 
areas are not longer placed in the outskirts of the city, 
as the city has continued to sprawl, the land value has 
increased in these centrally located spaces. They could 
therefore be used in a way that would gain more revenue 
for the land owner. 

Popular strategies for transformation of these spaces are 
re-inhabitation. This has happened to both dead malls 
and larger big box stores. Examples are malls being 
transformed into art-spaces, offices, nursing homes and 
big box stores transforming from groceries to a library 
or school. Another is re-development. This has taken 
different forms, with both incremental development or 
a starting-over approach by tearing everything down. 
The oldest example of an incremental re-development is 
the Mashpee Commons in Massachusetts that has been 
transforming since 1988 by developing on the park-
ing lots. Mashpee Commons in itself dates back to the 
1960s. 

BACKGROUND
Something she found in her research is that when ret-
rofitting, the single floor malls are usually torn down, 
whereas department stores that usually have more floors, 
are usually kept and retrofitted. This is because they are 
usually better built and therefore easier to re-adapt. 

The last strategy she mentions, is the re-greening 
strategy. It builds on the idea of re-introducing nature 
in these spaces instead of densifying them with more 
buildings. For example, when a mall closed in Minnesota, 
the wetland that once was there was restored, creating 
attractive lake front property and natural values for a 
whole community. 

Most common strategies for retrofitting: 
• Re-inhabitation: re-purpose old buildings. E.g. from grocery store to  

library or school

• Re-development: Tare everything down and start over or build new build-
ings on the parking lots etc. introducing mix-use

• Re-greening: Restore the green values lost CASE STUDIES
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KUNGENS KURVA, STOCKHOLM (SWEDEN)
The project in kungens kurva is done by the architecture 
firm ÅWL arkitekter. It is a densification project, aiming 
at creating new housing in the area. Kungens Kurva is 
the largest external shopping centre in Sweden, located 
just outside of Stockholm. The first company that moved 
here was IKEA in the 1960s. The main function of the 
area is shopping but there is also some industry. There 
are around 150 shops , restaurants and the like in the 
area. 

From this mono functionality and car oriented area, 
Kungens Kurva will in the future be transformed into an 
urban mix-used neighbourhood. It will be more pedes-
trian and bicycle friendly and have 3500 new housing 
units, planned to be finished in 2025 (Huddinge kommun 
2020). 

The new neighbourhood will not be built on existing 
parking structures but will instead replace old build-
ings and a nature area in the southern part right on the 
border to a forest. It will be placed in the middle between 
Heron city on the western side and City gross etc. on the 
eastern side. But it is interesting to study from a point 
of view of the interaction between housing and big box 
retail. As the project has not been built yet, we can only 
study the plans and images. 

The new neighbourhood will consist of perimeter block 
structures, introducing a more traditional pattern in 
Kungens Kurva. On the western side of the neighbour-
hood, the road is transformed into a city street and the 
existing buildings will be kept in their form. The build-
ings on this side will in general be higher and are also 

seen as the front of the neighbourhood (Stein 2019: 
11). It is unclear weather the facade of the old buildings 
(Heron city etc.) will be changed or not. If they are kept 
as they are, the new buildings will look straight into 
parking garages and backsides.  

In the northern part, the buildings are allowed to be 
higher than in the rest of the neighbourhood (Stein 
2019:10). Here, they will face the new IKEA warehouse 
that is also planned and the existing big box buildings. 
Two artificial ponds are created just north of the site, 
probably to take care of the run off water. 

On the eastern side, the new neighbourhood will be sepa-
rated from the big box retail buildings because of the 
natural height differences. The new neighbourhood will 
be located significantly higher than the existing on this 
side. 

Considerations: 
• This project is about adding. Adding new structures and functions

• Holistic approach is needed, this project looks like an island within the 
big box landscape

• The importance of interacting with existing develoment, which is not 
adressed here

• Consider two spatial paradigms meeting and how to bridge these

Figure 05. 
Masterplan.

Figure 06. 
Bird eye view.

Figure 07. 
Bird eye view.

Figure 08. 
Perspective.
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GRÄNBYSTADEN, UPPSALA (SWEDEN)

Considerations: 
• This project is about framing. By adding new buildings, the old structure 

is framed and new spaces are created
• Parking is located underground to free up space for other functions

• Active ground floors with housing starting on the third floor. 
• Elevated semi-private courtyards

• Adding new scales, both on the urban scale but also inside the buildings

While the Gränbystaden project is not yet finished, more 
has been built than in the Kungens Kurva project which 
means we can actually study some of the existing build-
ings. The project has been drawn by SWECO architects, 
with Atrium Ljungberg owning the site (Sweco 2021). 
Gränby is an external shopping centre in the eastern 
part of Uppsala with around 160 stores and restaurants 
(Gränbystaden 2021). More than an external shopping 
centre, the vision for the area is to become a second city 
centre in Uppsala, with mixed functions. This is done 
(in the developers own words) by adding a cinema, office 
space, meeting places and green connections among oth-
er things. It will not longer be only about shopping, but 
also about culture, working and living. But in total 17 
new store spaces are added (Atrium Ljungberg 2021). 

Apart from new development happening adjacent to the 
shopping centre, new buildings are also being built on 
the former parking lots on the site. This is mainly done 
on the south/south-west side, creating a new entrance to 
the area. These buildings are mainly residential build-
ings with office or commercial space in the ground floor. 
The placement of these buildings creates a pedestrian 
main street aligned with stores and restaurants lead-
ing into the centre. Widening the street at the entrance 
also creates a square-like space, with furniture to use. 
To compensate for the loss of parking space, a 12 000 
square meter large underground parking garage has 
been built to accommodate the customers of the shopping 
centre and the around 200 new apartments (Atrium 
Ljungberg 2021).

The new buildings, built on the old parking lots are 5-7 
stories high with the first floor being for commercial use 
and the second with offices and the like. Residential use 
is from the third floor and up. On the roof of the second 
floor is the courtyard for the residential units, intro-
ducing semi-private spaces within the site. Most of the 
buildings also have balconies. 

There is a large natural area just west of the site and 
the connection to this area seems to be developed. And 
nature is introduced to the site by adding green roofs 
and tree plantings. 

Figure 09. 
Bird eye view. 

Figure 10. 
The new framed public space

Figure 11. 
The entrance to Gränbystaden.
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BELMAR, LAKEWOOD (COLORADO, US)

Considerations: 
• Replacing a run-down mall, with a large vacancy rate and turning it into 

something appreciated
• Giving a city a new downtown not dependable on the car

• A walkable human friendly neighbourhood
• Turning mono-functioncal into multi-functional

In the United States there are a lot of examples of retro-
fitted shopping malls that have become mix-used neigh-
bourhoods. Belmar in Lakewood, Colorado is a project 
that is often hailed as a successful example, winning 
multiple awards (Briggs 2014)

In 1966, the Villa Italia mall was opened in Lakewood, 
a suburb just 10 minutes outside of Denver, Colorado. 
It was then one of the biggest enclosed malls in country. 
The location of the mall was in the middle of the town, 
basically making it the downtown of the whole suburb. 
(Goodyear n.d)

Despite being a popular spot for decades, the mall de-
clined in the 90s. Together with a new owner of the site, 
the city started a year long process of deciding what the 
area should become. This also included a community ad-
visory board. The conclusion of the process was to start 
over from scratch by demolishing the old buildings, mak-
ing way for a new neighbourhood. 85% of the material 
from the old mall were reused in the new development 
though and some buildings were kept. 

This new neighbourhood had its focus on walkabili-
ty, creating public spaces and parks and introducing 
mixed-uses with both housing, offices and shopping. 
Thus creating a new downtown area for the suburb with 
a total of 22 new city block and more than 30 buildings. 
(Middlebrooks n.d)

Some buildings were torn down, and others kept but 
re-programmed. The amount of built development that 
could be fitted within the area is striking and really 
shows how much space is taken up by parking space and 
over dimensioned buildings. The new people-centred de-
velopment was something requested by the citizens, and 
the idea of giving up the comfort of a car is not too far 
away when realizing what the benefits are. This earlier 
mono-functional area now has 2 000 residents living 
here and 3 000 people working. And the property prices 
has increased with 700 percent between 2004 and 2012 
(Briggs 2014). 

Figure 12. 
Belmar in the 60s

Figure 13. 
Masterplan for the redevelopment .

Figure 14. 
Bird eye view.

Figure 15. 
Belmar on the ground.
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE CITY

1856 1887

1929 1951

Borås was founded in 1621, exactly 400 years ago this 
year (2021) but did not get its city privileges until a 
year later, in 1622. The city was founded because of 
trade limits in the area, the farmers who sold goods 
apart from their produce were not allowed to do this. 
Trade could only take place within city limits, and 
therefore the city was founded. As a place for trade, and 
as long as the goods had been declared in the city, trade 
could take place anywhere (Ahlgren 2020).

Different kinds of fabric was traded, and the favourable 
location by the river Viskan, resulted in dye houses and 
textile manufacturing opening in the 1700s. Shortly 
after the first mechanical weaving factory was opened 
in Sweden in 1834 just south of Borås, the first factory 
also opened within the city. In early 1800s around 1700 
people lived in the city and as the city vastly expanded, 
more than 15 000 people had moved to the city at the 
end of the century. Borås kept growing, as both more 
industry and more people moved to the city, mainly to 
work in the textile factories. The textile industry reached 
its highs in the 1950s and 1960s (Ahlgren 2020).

With the teko crisis in the late 1960s, forcing cities like 
Borås, Gothenburg and Norrköping to close many of the 
textile factories, forced Borås into a major transforma-
tion. Many of the factories moved abroad and about a 
third of the working force (comparing with 1950) had 
left the city. But in 1977 a new university was founded 
in Borås, mainly focusing on textiles. Together with the 
Textile fashion centre, it makes up a big part of Borås 
image as a fashion city. Borås today has a more varied 
industrial landscape, with a lot of large companies in 
the area but the textile is still omnipresent, with Hem-
tex, Craft and Oscar Jacobsson among others (Ahlgren 
2020).

Figure 16. 
Map of Borås in 1856.

Figure 17. 
Map of Borås in 1887.

Figure 18. 
Map of Borås in 1929. Figure 19. 

Map of Borås in 1951.
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BORÅS IN ITS REGIONAL CONTEXT

RETAIL IN BORÅS ( IN NUMBERS)

Geographically, the city is located in the mid-
dle between the city of Gothenburg and the city of 
Jönköping, on the western side of Sweden. Its ge-
ographical location is also one of the main reasons 
for the city to get a train station along the planned 
high speed railway connecting the three largest cit-
ies (Stockholm–Gothenburg–Malmö) in Sweden. In 
fact, the 3rd largest commuting stretch in Sweden 
is between Borås and Gothenburg and the stretch is 
included in the first phase of the development of the 
new railway (Götalandsbanan). Borås is part of Västra 
Götalands regionen and after Gothenburg, the region’s 
second largest city with 112 000 inhabitants and 1,5 
million inhabitants within a 100 km radius, making it 
possible to commute. The closest airport (Landvetter) 
is located in Gothenburg (Borås Stad 2018b:12,15, 
Johansson 2018b).

Apart from being an important node for work, with 
commuters from several outside municipalities every 
day, the university of Borås is a big attraction point 
with its focus area of textile, design and fashion. The 
university has around 12 000 students from all over 
Sweden. There is of course no coincidence that the 
university is focusing on textile design, since the tex-
tile legacy can be found all over the city (Borås Stad 
2018b:13,24).

The textile industry dates back to mid-1800s and is 
one of the main reasons for the historical expansions of 
the city. But since the 1960s, most of the factories has 
closed. But the textile industry is still very much pres-
ent, both in terms of the now closed factory buildings 
but also as the much alive textile industry, now instead 
focusing mostly on design and innovation. A side effect 
of this has also been the concentration of companies 
with a focus on e-commerce and logistics accumulated 
here, leading to 40% of the total of Swedens e-com-
merce happening in the city (Borås Stad 2018b:2).

Revenue development between 2017–2018. In general, the revenue is going down for 
most retail in Borås. Knalleland has a negative development compared to Borås in gen-

eral. Especially the restaurant business and the clothing retail are having trouble. 
(HUI research 2019)

New development enables more demand and possibility  
for new businesses.

(Evidens 2020)

Diagrams: Johannes Rydbo

(Borås Näringsliv & Borås Stad 2015)

(HUI Research 2019)

Need for commercial space in Borås in the future

2020: 22 500m2

2025: 23 500m2

2030: 12 700m2

Number of businesses in  
Knalleland 2018:

Total: 76 (-5)

Daily goods: 7 
Clothes etc. 17 (-1)
Home etc. 37
Restaurants: 10 (-2)
Commercial services: 5 (-2)

Total revenue (million SEK) of businesses in 
Knalleland 2018:

Total: 2 024 (-86)

Daily goods: 455 (+10)
Clothes etc. 350 (-29)
Home etc. 1 093 (-48)
Restaurants: 86 (-13)
Commercial services: 40 (-6)
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 1,5 km between Knalleland and the city centre

 20 minutes to walk
 8 minutes with bike
 7 minutes with bus
 7 minutes with car

THE CITY OF BORÅS TODAY

Scale: 
1:17500 (A3)

Scale of maps: 
1:35 000

Built development
The city structure mostly stretches north–south and 
west–east along the two major roads. The city centre is 
located dead centre on the maps. Here, most buildings 
are multi-storey buildings with stores etc. in the ground 
floor. North of the city centre is where Knalleland is lo-
cated. Along Riksväg 40 (the large road east-west)most 
development is of a larger scale, with many different 
kinds of companies agglomerated. The longer stretches 
with single family housing starts just outside the city 
centre. 

Green & blue structure
The most prominent nature feature in the city is the riv-
er Viskan. It stretches in the north-south direction and is 
what the traditional city is built around. Viskan has the 
potential to once again tie the city together, as it is today 
underutilized. The city is surrounded by nature on all 
sides with nature reserves in several directions. These 
are valuable and in need of preserving, to maintain the 
high standards of living with closeness to nature. 

Infrastructure
Two major roads cut through Borås, riksväg 40 and 42. 
They stretch north –south (42) and east–west (40). In 
Borås is where they cross each other, meaning a large 
intersection just south of the city centre. 

Three railroad stretches pass by Borås: the coast-to-
coast railroad, Älvsborgsbanan and Viskadalsbanan, 
enabling traveling in both north-south and east-west 
directions. A new high-speed railroad is planned between 
Gothenburg and Borås, which will lower the travelling 
and commuting time significantly. 
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MUNICIPAL
VISION

MUNICIPAL DEVELOPMENT PLANS

KNALLELAND

Figure 20.
Future development plans in Borås.

As Borås Stad (municipality) is growing and the need 
for new development is big. The population has steadily 
grown with around 1000 persons/year and is anticipat-
ed to continue in the same direction. That means that 
today’s 110 000 inhabitants will in 2035 be 140 000 
inhabitants. Thus, new buildings to accommodate both 
new residents and new businesses are needed. As a 
matter of fact, Borås will need as much as 15 000 new 
housing units alone in the coming 15 years. And being a 
part of the high speed train project in Sweden, Borås has 
promised to built 12 500 new housing until 2035 (Borås 
Stad 2018b:1-12,14, Lindqvist 2018:1–3). 

With Borås expecting to grow significantly, traffic 
planning is most relevant. With the new railway there 
is hope to decrease the amount of commuters by car, to 
create a more sustainable traffic situation. But it is not 
the sole solution. The municipality is also planning to 
decrease the amount of cars within the city by promoting 
more sustainable solutions like bicycle, pedestrian and 
public transport commuting. As the municipality is ac-
knowledging, although cars might become more sustain-
able in the future, the space needed for them is still the 
same. (Borås Stad 2018b:14)

The municipality has created a visionary document 
looking towards 2025. Some key ingredients in this 
vision worth noting for the development in the city are 
that Borås is going to be a place where people meet and 
the city centre has a big priority, being a place with “life 
during all hours of the day”. It is also noted that Borås 
is supposed to grow together with the local economy, 
working together with the local businesses. All of this is 
permeated with the goal of sustainability. (Borås Stad 
2012)

In the comprehensive plan, the future strategies for 
development are presented. Here the municipality con-
cludes that they want a dense, mix-used city developed 
along existing connections, stations and squares where 
buildings already exist, they want to grow from within. 
This with green and blue structure in mind and enabling 
for more bicycle, pedestrian and public transport. It is 
also important to protect and manage the legacy of the 
textile industry in the city. (Borås Stad 2018b:28–29)

Looking at the development map to the right, we see 
the future development areas that are prioritized by the 
municipality. The red central solid circle is the city cen-
tre, and is from where all development starts. The city 
is growing along first and foremost the red arrows, the 
so called urban connections. These corridors are what 
connects the different areas within the city, through new 
buildings (with stores in the ground floor) and devel-
oped bicycle paths, sidewalks and public transport. The 
transparent red circles are development areas in the 
short term, the ones with dotted lines are long term. In 
all of the areas, new development in the form of housing 
is prioritized. (Borås Stad 2018b: 36–37, 60–63)
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MUNICIPAL PROJECT: STADEN VID PARKEN

Figure 21.
Design example of the linear park.

Figure 22. 
The linear park.

INTRODUCING
KNALLELAND

Through the city of Borås flows the river Viskan and 
historically, this is what the city has been built around. 
During the last 20 years, there has been an even more 
focus on this blue stretch, with the municipality working 
actively with creating quality spaces along the river. 
Now, the municipality sees the need of also creating a 
strong green connection, and are therefore planning (as 
they say) a green twin, a vertical park that stretches 
north–south through Borås, aligned with Viskan as 
much as possible. The green and blue connection is the 
new spine of Borås. This project is called “Staden vid 
parken” (the city by the park) (Borås Stad 2020a:3). 

The main point of the project is to create a linear park 
with no interruption, promoting the nature but also the 
inhabitants of Borås. Here is where people are supposed 
to meet and hang out, relax and greet strangers. It will 
enhance the bio diversity and stretches from Gässlösas-
kogen (The Gässlösa forest) in the south to Knalleland 
(the big box shopping area) in the north. As a green 
park, it will also ensure the availability of green space 
for the inhabitants in a time when densifying the city is 
in need. New inhabitants will move here and the city will 
get denser, but not at the cost of less green space. The 
park will also have different characteristics, with some 
smaller stretches but also spaces that spill out into a 
larger park (as seen on the map to the left). (Borås Stad 
2020a:6)

Inspirations for the project are among others the high 
line in New York, Superkilen in Copenhagen and Scania-
parken in Malmö (Borås Stad 2020a:14).
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF & INTRODUCTION TO KNALLELAND

Figure 23.
Knalleland in 1932 - Borås car garage 

KNALLELAND 1960 KNALLELAND 2018

Knalleland was transformed from its former use as an 
industrial site to a shopping area in the 1970s, after the 
factories moved abroad. Because of this, there are still 
old valuable factory buildings in the area. First intended 
as an area solely focusing on mail order retail (Ellos and 
Josefsons) it was later transformed into a more tradi-
tional shopping centre. Apart from shopping, many larg-
er sports arenas are situated in the area, both football 
arenas (IF Elfsborg playing in the first division) and ice 
skating hall among others (Borås Stad 2012b:3). The 
football arena was finished in 2005. Close by is also the 
zoo Borås djurpark. 

Knalleland has around 100 shops spread out through-
out the area, ranging from cafés and restaurants to large 
scale shopping and more traditional shopping malls. 
Every year around seven million people visit Knalleland. 
(Borås 2021) 

Scale: 
1:10000 (A3)

Scale: 
1:10000 (A3)
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KNALLELAND: area of interest SITE COMPARISON

Knalleland

Central Borås Central Malmö

Central Lund

Scale: 
1:5000 (A3)
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Scenario A proposes a development with new housing 
in the eastern part, transforming the area into a mix-
used area. The western parts will still be dominated 
by big box retail, with new buildings designated for 
retail are added. The new residential buildings will be 
developed on empty spaces such as parking lots and 
parking is solved through parking garages (Borås Stad 
2020b:9).

Scenario B is identical to the scenario A, in terms of 
the proposal on the on the eastern side. At the western 
side though, new residential buildings are proposed. 
Much of the big box retail is then removed from the 
area all together. This because of the western side 
being more connected to the river, potentially a good 
new residential neighbourhood. It would also make the 
paths connecting the area with the river better (Borås 
Stad 2020b:10). As the report continues, with looking 
at phasing and going more into detail of how every 
phase would be developed, it seems clear that scenario 
B is what the municipality is continuing to work with. 

Figure 24.
Illustration of scenario A.

Figure 25.
Illustration of scenario B.

DEVELOPMENT PLANS: BORÅS VÄXER NORR

ANALYZING
KNALLELAND

As Borås is growing, new develoment is needed. The 
municipal project “Borås växer norr” (Borås grows 
north) is visionary and strategical. In the vision, Knal-
leland is a central part and one of the areas in the city 
that is most prioritized. The vision takes its stand from 
workshops conducted by SWECO, were stakeholder, 
politicians etc. discussed the area.

General key points from the workshops that the partic-
ipants agreed upon were that the development should 
promote mix-use, starting in the south-east and grad-
ually building out north. The river Viskan has a huge 
potential as a recreational space, although precautions 
needs to be taken because of the risk of flooding. It is 
also crucial that some of the more dangerous industries 
move away (Borås 2020b:6). 

Hands on ideas, that are a little less visionary are also 
presented. These are ideas derived from the workshop. 
Main points would be (Borås 2020b:8):

• The river (Viskan) should be swimmable.
• Retail will still be present in the area
• Preserve and integrate the old buildings with a value
• Enhance connections within the area
• Create running trails and outdoor gyms
• The new residential buildings are connected, not 
islands

Two different scenarios for the future of Knalleland are 
then presented: 
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SITE VISIT: FIRST IMPRESSIONS
The site visit took place on a Thursday in February. 
I was there for a whole day, walking around both the 
site but also down to the city centre. The weather was 
cold but sunny and it was quite pleasant being outside. 
Here is my first impressions presented in a list, and my 
map from the site visit on the left side. 

• Borås is a beautiful city, with Viskan running through 
the whole city and well preserved old factory buildings.

• Viskan is better integrated in the city scape in the city 
centre than on the site. This creates beautiful spaces in 
the city, which are lacking at Knalleland.

• The connection between Knalleland and the city centre 
is in theory rather good, but the domination of the car 
along this stretch makes it less pleasant than it needs to 
be.

• On the site, the automobile is in the centre. The pace 
of the area is determined by it, the spaces are structured 
around it and being a pedestrian here feels unpleasant 
and unsafe.

• It is parking everywhere, even along the best spots 
looking out over Viskan.

• The area manages to turn its back both to the streets 
and Viskan, turning towards the parking areas.

• Large scale buildings are dominating, being either 
large scale retail or sport halls. An introduction of a 
smaller scale would be nice.

• The parking areas could be structured better, and in 
general they feel under used. Maybe parking garages 
could work better. What about the cost?

• Within one of the two large malls, around 10 stores 
are empty when I visit. This place feels eerie and I 
regret going in. 

• Skaraborgsvägen is a huge barrier, with fast moving 
cars and you have to cross using a overpass. How can 
this be transformed?

• The façades are faced away from Skaraborgsvägen. 
Turning them could turn the road into a city street.

• Nature is not very present, even though both Viskan 
and the forest is close by.

• How can Knalleland get its own identity? It is more 
rational than nostalgic, so there is no need to be afraid 
of ruining much cultural value.
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BIKE AND/OR PEDESTRIAN

UNDER- OR OVERPASS

BUS LINE 1

BUS LINE 3

BUS/TRAIN STOP

MOTOR TRAFFIC SYSTEM

MOTOR TRAFFIC SYSTEM

PUBLIC TRANSPORT PARKING

BIKE & PEDESTRIAN NETWORK

INFRASTRUCTURE

Riksväg 42 (Skaraborgsvägen) passes through Knalle-
land, eventually connecting to E20 in the north. It is the 
only entrance to Borås coming from the north, leading 
to heavy traffic with 21 000 motorised vehicles/daily 
average passing through on the north side of the Knal-
leland round about and 28 000 motorised vehicles/daily 
averages (Borås Stad 2012b:3). This is a flow in need of 
consideration, as it affects many commuters and trans-
ports daily. It is also what causes Skaraborgsvägen to 
become a huge barrier, where it is hard to cross. In the 
southern part of the road, it is even a over pass for the 
pedestrians. 

Because of the various sport facilities in the area, heavy 
traffic occurs occasionally during events. Therefore, the 
area must be able to be pleasant on a daily basis but still 
house a larger flow of traffic on specific occasions (Borås 
Stad 2012b:3). 

Studies show that people mostly travel to Knalleland by 
car, around 50% travel alone in their car, and another 
17% travel by car but together with other people. A 
total of almost 70% then travel by car to and within the 
area. This could be compared with the city centre where 
around a total of 40% travel by car. The total amount 
of traffic is expected to increase with around 50% until 
2040 (Trendie 2019:27). It is really needed to be pro 
active and focus on how we can lower the car dependen-
cy. 

While visiting the area I found the car to be very pres-
ent, and travelling here by car was no trouble. It was 
easy to navigate through the area, very intuitive and ra-
tional mostly. But when I had parked the car and started 
to walk around by foot, it was much more of a challenge 
and I felt quite unsafe and exposed. 

From the city centre, it takes around 7 minutes to get to 
Knalleland by car. 

SKARABORGSVÄGEN 
(RIKSVÄG 42)

BIKE & PEDESTRIAN NETWORK
Around 20% of the visitors to Knalleland travel by bike 
or as a pedestrian. It is significantly lower than the 
around 35% who do their traveling to the city centre 
(Trendie 2019:27). In the same report, the authors con-
clude that aggravating factors for travellers by bike or 
foot are the lack of signs and clear paths, lack of bicycle 
parking and barriers in the form of parking space and 
roads (Trendie 2019:29). 

When walking around in the area, it was hard to nav-
igate. And it felt like I was walking on the territory of 
the car, with not enough sidewalks and clear paths for 
me to walk on. I barely saw any bicycles and only a 
handful pedestrians, not counting the ones walking from 
their car to the store. Especially was the connections 
poor between the areas within the area. To walk from 
the sport hall to one of the shopping malls was not par-
ticularly easy because of barriers and no clear direction. 

Another lost value is the connection to Viskan. In the 
city centre, Viskan is integrated within the urban fabric 
with paths along the creek. This is totally missing in 
Knalleland, which could be a beautiful stretch connect-
ing the nature reserve with the city. 

From the city centre, it takes around 20 minutes to walk 
to Knalleland, and 8 minutes by bike.

PUBLIC TRANSPORT
Knalleland is provided with fairly good public transport, 
with both a train station and multiple buses serving 
the area. On the map to the left are only the city buses 
marked, but there are more buses going outside of the 
city as well. The city’s most travelled bus line is line 
1, with around 2,5 million travellers/year. With heavy 
traffic in general, the bus usually get stuck in traffic 
(Borås Stad 2012b:3). 

Line 1 has ten departures hourly/day and Line 3 has 
two departures hourly/day. Line 1 is the main bus line 
for travelling to the area and it takes approximately 7 
minutes from the central station. Line 3 makes it pos-
sible to travel within the area, which is basically not 
possible line 1 since it is just passing. All target points 
are within 250 meter range from a bus stop. Still, only 
around 15% travel to Knalleland with public transport, 
compared to 25% travelling to the city centre (Trendie 
2019:27–28). 

PARKING
The parking is what dominates the landscape in Knalle-
land. Wherever you turn, there is parking. 

In the area, there are 2500 free parking spots spread 
out through out, usually congregated into large grey 
spaces.

The large parking areas are also what creates most 
of the barriers in the area, and what makes it hard to 
walk around. Most of the stores have their entrance to-
wards the parking spaces, making them the protagonist 
in Knalleland. The parking spaces also have the best 
view over Viskan. 

When visiting, I noted that although many cars were 
parked in the area, big parts of the parking spaces 
were empty. Of course, I was there on a Thursday in 
February which is probably not the busiest time. But 
it got me thinking how much space that goes unused 
everyday, to potentially host a car for a couple of hours, 
perhaps not even every day. 

As can be seen in the map, two large parking spaces 
within the area are belonging to the car dealerships. 
This area is fenced off and full with cars ready to be 
sold. How can the cars be stored more efficiently? 
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PHOTOS

Skaraborgsvägen is a big barrier 
between areas within Knalleland

More space for cars, less 
for pedestrian and bicycles

Pedestrians & cars separated 
both by height & fences

Overpass to cross 
Skaraborgsvägen

Fenced off parking lot belonging 
to a car dealership

Large underused parking lot

Large parking lot connected  to 
the big box retail

Parking lot in front of the home 
entrance to Borås Arena The Knalleland train station

Parking lot close to Viskan & 
nature

Parking lot belonging to the 
shopping malls

Underpass to cross 
Skaraborgsvägen
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SPORT FACILITIES
OFFICE
PUBLIC, SCHOOL
COMMERCIAL
RESIDENTIAL/UNDEFINED
INDUSTRIAL
ENTRANCE

Data derived from the Strava app when people are out run-
ning/walking. From this map, it is clear that most movement 
within the area is taking place along the large roads. Spatial 
connections within the area is lacking severely, which is proba-
bly why few movements are registered. 

BUILDING TYPOLOGIES

KNALLERIAN

BORÅS ARENA

Culture area

RYAVALLEN

STORKNALLEN

FOV

The dominating typologies within the area are sport fa-
cilities and buildings for retail, mainly big box retail. In 
general, the east part of Knalleland is dominated by re-
tail and the west part by sport facilities and some retail 
as well. Just south of Viskan, there is an agglomeration 
of factories. Overall, 82% of the area is for commercial 
use (Trendie 2019:15). 

As can be seen on the map to the left, almost all of the 
entrances are turned towards the parking spaces. It is 
a remarkable accomplishment, the buildings manage 
to both turn their back to Viskan and the roads (rath-
er than streets), and thus not inviting people to walk 
around in the area. It feels rather unsafe. The location 
of the entrances really show the car focused approach 
this area has. But it is also a huge potential for improve-
ment, and with only changing the appearance of the 
buildings, a lot can be accomplished. 

The buildings are from different eras, with both old fac-
tory buildings (but with new functions) and newer built 
retail buildings which lack more refined architectural 
qualities and look standardised. Together with this there 
are also a number of large scale sport facilities, these 
also from different times. Ryavallen, the athletics sport 
field being the oldest facility with a lot of heritage. The 
field is fenced in though, creating a barrier within the 
urban fabric. In the south-west part there is an agglom-
eration of newer sport facilities, that have no connection 
to the creek at all. Here is room for improvement. 

The two main malls, with shops facing inwards and thus 
creating an indoor life happening away from the street, 
are located in the eastern part (see map). When visit-
ing, it was clear that Storknallen is the one of the two 
that is most used. The rent-out spaces were all occupied 
by shops and there were a number of people walking 
around, and also having a fika at the EKO café. Whilst 
in Knallerian, the atmosphere was more dampened, with 
around ten vacant store spaces, creating an eerie feeling. 

The building pointed out as FOV, is a textile and fabrics 
factory. Because of its emission from manufacturing, 
it must be moved for (residential) development to take 
place at Knalleland. 

In the western part of the area, close to Viskan, is resi-
dential units for people within the cultural sector. Here, 
there is also a gallery for art. It is closed off and it is not 
possible to have a continuous walk through.
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GREEN & BLUE STRUCTURE
Throughout most of the city, Viskan is a natural ele-
ment in the cityscape. You can walk along it, have a fika 
close by it or even life above it. But as it stretches on 
and finally reaches Knalleland and its surrounding area, 
the connection is totally lost. The most common feature 
facing the river, would be parking and therefore, cars. 
Instead of embracing the river, it is neglected and Knal-
leland turns its back against it. It is a lost asset. 

Even though Viskan is a great asset, it also brings prob-
lems as it is a possible flooding zone. In the maps on the 
following page, it is clear that in case of a 100-year rain 
big parts of the area are in risk of being flooded. This 
must be considered when developing in the future. 

Within the area, nature’s presence is lacking. Espe-
cially places to linger and spend time in. One of the 
more important nature assets are the oak trees that line 
Skaraborgsvägen. These must be taken into considera-
tion when planning future developments of the road. Can 
they be moved?

Just right of Knalleland, the nature reserve Rya åsar 
is located. It is 550 hectares big and it is an important 
nature area for the whole city. With several trails, it is 
possible both to go for a longer walk in the nature, or a 
jog. It is also possible to barbecue in the area or stop at 
several resting spots for a fika. The nature reserve has 
a wide variety of landscape forms, with both different 
kinds of forests and agriculture land with cattle in the 
summertime. 

Closed facade towards the street
Old factory buildings, today 

shops and offices

Closed facade towards Viskan
Closed facade towards 

Skaraborgsvägen Icehockey arena
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Flooding from water levels at events corresponding to a 
50-year rain.

Flooding from water levels at events corresponding to a 
100-year rain.

VISKAN FLOOD RISKNATURAL VALUES

RYA ÅSAR (NATURE 
RESERVE)

Choosing site:

To really investigate and explore the 
issues of this thesis, I decided to narrow 
the area where interventions are done. By 
overlapping the maps from the analysis I 
found an area within Knalleland where all 
issues relevant for this thesis were found:

• Big box retail stores
• Large parking lots
• Underutilized natural features
• Mono-functional use
• Car dominating
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PROJECT:
KNALLELAND

PART FOUR
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An integrated area, well connected to the nature 
and the rest of the city. This is a place you very well 
take the bike or walk to, usually along viskan, a 
beautiful stretch. 

Large retail stores are not longer needed in the 
same extent, as we order most things online that 
take up large space. Rather, showrooms now are 
where we browse. This has made many of the large 
scale retail building not needed, being transformed 
with new uses. In phases, the area has become 
less focused on big box retail and heavy traffic and 
become more humane, with nature more integrated 
and lots of places where people can meet. 

A unique landscape, where two paradigms meet, 
interact and co-exist. The legacy of Borås is 
present, both in old buildings and in the material 
of the new development as well as activities tak-
ing place here. The possibility for smaller busi-
nesses to flourish is big and the textile industry 
can continue to live on. 

VISION

VISION & STRATEGY
KNALLELAND
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Invite the nature

Introduce the public realmAn integrated part of the city

Adaptable to change

STRATEGIES STRATEGIES - SPATIAL EXPRESSION 

A new main street will be the back bone from where connections happen, both verical & horizontal. Public spaces are introduced in the area. These are varied in both form & function.

Knalleland turns towards Viskan, from where new green connections start. Flexibility is a key word for the new development, whether it is dealing with flooding or buildings.
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CITY CENTRE

To better connect the investigated site with the rest of 
the city, some solutions are proposed on a more stra-
tegical level. These are not defined more spatially than 
showing the areas concerned, and arrows showing 
connections. 

The red areas show future development zones, which 
will all strengthen the connections to the surrounding 
city. In the south-east, the connections is good to the 
city but creating a more lively and active street would 
increase the feeling of connectivity.- And creating a 
better connections with a bicycle/pedestrian path would 
also strengthen the connection. 

The busy road would benefit from being transformed 
into a boulevard, enabling life to happen along it. Meas-
urements should also be taken, on an even more strate-
gical level, to work with decreasing the traffic flow on 
the road. 

The north-eastern part contains similar typologies and 
issues as the chosen site. Here densification should 
happen, to create a more mix-used area with less domi-
nation of the car. 

Lastly, the southern area should be developed. This 
would increase the connection to the 60s area south of 
Knalleland. 

In the far away future, the development west of Knalle-
land could be developed. But as of now, it contains many 
companies and factories important for the city. 
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Phasing

DESIGN PRINCIPLES

An integrated part of the city

A mix of scales A variety of spaces Floodable spaces Sustainable logistics

Flexibility of buildings

A mix of uses & functions

Accessible waterfront

A network of green spaces

Prioritize biking and pedestrians

Decrease & relocate parking

Active ground floors

Site specific

Strengthen connections

Interact with existing conditions

Introduce the public realm Invite the nature Adaptable to change

BIG BOX STRATEGY
With new consumptions patterns, the big box might in the future become 
obsolete. For the intervention to be sustainable, the area must be able 
to function with the big box still existing today in its current form (but 
with some superficial changes) as well as in a changed retail landscape. 
Therefore, a future transformation strategy has been created, where the 
current big boxes will eventually be transformed into buildings contain-
ing other functions than large scale retail, be it either smaller spaces for 
showrooms, pop-ups etc. or other functions such as schools or library. The 
labels on the diagrams should be seen as examples of functions.
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RELATION TO VISKAN
This project is mainly focusing on integrating big box retail and discussing 
future consumption patterns but, as these ideas are eventually applied 
on a site, other questions arise. The most significant being the threat of 
flooding that Viskan possesses. Therefore, a toolbox has been construct-
ed addressing how to mitigate the potential flooding, which is at biggest 
risk in the event of a 100-year rain. It should also be mentioned that one 
reason for flooding is the big amount of asphalt on the site today, which 
will change significantly even though it is not part of the toolbox. A green 
surface could for example hold up to eight times the amount of water as a 
hard surface. Viskan is also a important natural feature in the area, and in 
the future the area will embrace Viskan instead of turning its back.
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The urban river front, new activities taking place along the river. 

The park by the river front, functioning as a public space and a floodable space in case of need.

The forrest starting where the river front ends, with a public park also working as a flooding 
zone in case of need. 

FLOODING MITIGATION TOOLBOX

Green roofs

Integrated bioswales More space for the river

Trees & plants

Floodable spaces



DESIGNING
KNALLELAND

PHASE 1
Phase 1 starts with changing the main road through the area, turning it 
into a street that caters towards all modes of transportation. This street is 
the back bone of the new area. Furthermore, the large parking lot in front 
of the big box store is transformed into a new neighbourhood framing a 
new public square. Parking is moved to parking garages above and features 
such as rent-able cargo bikes and more e-commerce enables reducing the 
amount of parking. In the southern part of the area, new wooden decks are 
built with smaller buildings to enable cafeterias and the like to create life 
along Viskan. A new network of parks is also constructed, being able to hold 
water to prevent flooding, along with a walkable river front. A new flexible 
public square is also constructed at the west entrance of the football arena 
that can be crowded in the case of events, but could also work as a parking 
space. The overpass is replaced by a crossing and the under path is widened. 
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The new main street, increasing the space for multi-
ple modes of transportation. The designated space for 
the motor traffic is decreased, also lowering the speed. 

A new pedestrian street is introduced. Here, there is 
place for outdoor patios and spontaneous activities to 
take place in the street. Motor traffic is limited, but 
possible in case of drop off’s or deliveries. 

Scale: 
1:2000 (A3)

MAIN STREET MAIN PEDESTRIAN STREET

parking

parking

 flexible public 
square/parking

public square

pedestrian crossing

river front walk

wooden deck widen under path

bridge

flooding zone
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The area is today largely dominated by space for cars and big boxes with no interaction 
with the street.

In the first phase, the vast parking lots are transformed into both buildings and public 
space where you actually can be. The new buildings create new spaces, where people can 
meet. 

SITUATION TODAY

CHANGE PHASE 01
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PHASE 2
In phase 2, the southern part of the area is developed. Between the two big 
box stores south of the new main street, a new building is erected on the 
former parking lot. With integrated parking within the building as well as 
a new parking garage combined with a continuous changing consumption 
pattern, less space for parking is required. The big boxes are being opened 
up, getting a more transparent façade to better connect with the outside. A 
pedestrian street now stretches from the big box store in the north and the 
public square in front of it down to the river front park in the south. Move-
ment is created in a vertical direction as well as a horizontal. Less space for 
the car dealerships (since car pools etc. has increased in uses together with 
the neighbourhood being more connected by bike and on foot) has meant 
space for more buildings. A new residential neighbourhood is taking its form, 
new row houses being one new typology added. In the western part of the 
area, the cultural area is enhanced, becoming a cultural village. Scale: 

1:2000 (A3)

parking

public square

daycare

residential neighbourhood

Ålgården cultural village
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PHASE 01

CHANGE PHASE 02

In the second phase, new buildings in the southern area are developed, taking 
away more parking space and relocating some. 
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CHANGE PHASE 02

SITUATION TODAY

The southern part of the area is today dominated by big box retail and parking lots. 

New buildings brings new life, framing the before vast spaces. The big boxes are opened up 
and becomes more transparent. 
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PHASE 3
In phase 3, the rest of the planned development is being built. The car 
dealerships no longer have a place in this integrated part of the city. New 
residential buildings are put in their place. One of the buildings is saved 
as a potential art gallery, as it is smaller in size and can be integrated. A 
new sculpture park is situated between two of the blocks, connection the 
area with the cultural village in the west. From the sculpture park, via the 
new art gallery, sculpture and art is scattered around a stretch leading to 
the cultural village. With new buildings added on the western side of the 
largest big box, new spaces are formed. This leading to the big box being 
transformed in stages, with new uses being introduced, façades activated 
on both sides.

Scale: 
1:2000 (A3)
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PHASE 02

CHANGE PHASE 03

In the third phase, new buildings are added on the western side of the area, inviting the big 
box to change the logistic side into an public side. 
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A sculpture park is introduced, between 
two blocks. This is the connection to the 
cultural village, creating a cultural stretch 
leading to the village. The park is also 
floodable, to take care of rain water. 

The residential street. The car is de-pri-
oritized, with the aim of life to take place 
also on the street in front of the house. 
Here, it should be able to play or just sit 
on a bench. 

SCULPTURE PARK

RESIDENTIAL STREET FINALIZATION
As new consumption patterns have made the big boxes obsolete, they have 
now been transformed. Two of them are divided into smaller buildings, 
connecting more to the street. As locally produced goods are in demand 
and new innovations enables production to move back into the city, some 
of these spaces are combined production/consumption facilities. Smaller 
textile industries fit perfectly in here. Showrooms and pop-up stores are 
more common, leading to companies needing less space than before. One 
of the parking garages are transformed into housing, as parking is not as 
needed anymore, thanks to good public transport, car pools, good connec-
tions with bike and by foot and new logistic options. New development is 
planned on the southern side of Viskan, integrating the area even more 
into the city. 
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Petanque

Public 
square

Elavated 
courtyard

WC

2

7

1

3

6

4

5

10

11
22

23
12

13

9

8

14

17

18

15

20

21

19

16

24

25

26

1. Parking garage with active ground floor
2. Parking garage with active ground floor
3. Transformed parking garage - residential
4. Housing with elevated courtyard
5. Housing with parking in first floors
6. Main public square
7. Football fans square
8. Public square
9. Skate park
10. Floodable park
11. Main park - floodable
12. Floodable park
13. Floodable park
14. Sculpture park - floodable 
15. Flooding zone
16. Daycare
17. Culture park
18. Ålgården cultural village
19. Big box retail, integrated eventually 
transformed
20. Big box retail, integrated eventually 
transformed
21. Big box retail, integrated
22. Main wooden deck with cafées
23. Wooden deck with cafées
24. Transformed car dealership
25. Playground & outdoor gym
26. Storm water park

Scale: 
1:2000 (A3)

Scale: 
1:500 (A3)
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SITUATION TODAY

Parking lot, providing free parking for the shops. 
Navigation as a pedestrian is hard.

TOMORROW

By relocating the parking and framing the space, a 
new public square is created. The big box stores can 
be more easily integrated with the overall neighbour-
hood and eventually transformed. 
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Scale: 
1:500 (A3)

From parking to housing

Public square

Storm water

Sculpture park

Art gallery

Outdoor gym
Playground

Public park

Food hall

Smaller flexible 
store space Elevated 

courtyard

Consumtion
/Production

Restaurant

CaféCafé

Bar

Café

Shop

WC

WC

Kiosk

Scale: 
1:500 (A3)
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SITUATION TODAY

Today, the relationship to Viskan is lost. The spaces 
closest to the river is a parking lot. 

TOMORROW

Giving Viskan more space, and introducing a more 
varied landscape, will invite people to spend time 
here. A new wooden deck takes the relationship to 
Viskan further, inviting interaction. 
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SITUATION TODAY

FINALIZATION



105104

SITUATION TODAY

FINALIZATION
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PHASING

PHASE 01 PHASE 02

PHASE 03 PHASE 04

NEW AND EXISTING BUILDINGS PUBLIC SPACES

GREENERY + STORMWATER & FLOODING FUNCTIONS

The preserved existing buildings in red and the new 
additions in white.

The new created public spaces in red, the existing skate 
park in pink.

The green structure, showing the green and blue 
connections throughout the area. 

The prevailing functions of the new development. 

Parking
Office
Residential
Residential/Active ground floor

Café/Restaurant
Daycare
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TRAFFIC + PARKING

NEW MOVEMENTS

PUBLIC TRANSPORT

Two new main streets are introduced. Parking is 
spread out through out the area. The blue arrows indi-
cate where only biking/pedestrians are allowed.

New bus stops are planned, but with public transport 
being well developed today, it has not been a focus. 

Added movements within the area. As vertical movements 
between target points were lacking, measures has been taken to 
make sure these are significantly better. New horizontal move-
ments are also introduced, but mostly improving the situation. 
These movements are for pedestrians/biking. 

REFLECTIONS

PART FIVE
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REFLECTIONS
The relationship between the city and retail and shop-
ping stretches back a long way. And as consumption 
patterns change, so does the city. As old structures and 
behaviours become less relevant and eventually obsolete, 
we as urban planners need to take a pro-active position.

As concluded in this thesis, the big box landscape is a 
structure of the past, not just because of changing con-
sumption patterns but also because of the unsustainable 
lifestyle it promotes. The mass consumption and car de-
pendency that feeds it, needs to be re-evaluated. It does 
not make sense to tax plastic bags to decrease consump-
tion if we are not at the same time making changes on a 
structural level. As our cities are growing, highly valued 
land could be more utilized than only provide cheap (or 
free) parking, something land owners also has started 
to realize. And if we want to protect our natural values 
surrounding our cities, these underutilized grey spaces 
are reasonable to consider. 

This project aims to explore and show what a big box 
landscape could contain if transformed. The aim was 
that the project wouldn’t stand or fall with the big box 
being transformed, that it could as well become integrat-
ed within the (new) urban fabric. It is however depended 
on less need for car space within the city, something 
planners are already working for within our cities today.

With this project I hope to contribute to a further 
discussion what we could do with these types of areas, 
that can be found all over Sweden (and the world). In 
what way they could be transformed, using pro-active 
planning and looking at the trends and how the retail 
business is transforming. 

I have in this project put emphasis on the transforma-
tion of what I have called underutilized space, parking 
lots, into something containing more values than just 
one. I think I have in general succeeded to present an 
option to the grey landscapes we have in our cities to-
day. I would say that the area, with this project, would 
be a more diverse and sustainable area than it is today. 
Though, in retrospect I wish I had explored even more 
alternatives for consumption in our cities. In what way 
can life be created without commercial actives, and what 
qualities the public space need for this to happen. I am 
satisfied with the new river front that I have designed, 
but I do fear that it still might be to commercial. 

During the process, I have tried new work flows. Com-
ing from a planning background, I too often get stuck 
in the more out-zoomed scale. This means not exploring 
the area in all relevant scales. In this project, I have 
focused on exploring the area in more scales, working at 
multiple levels at the same time. I have finally realized 
the benefits of this method and I think the project ben-
efited greatly because of working like this. Although, I 
am not fully satisfied with all spaces that I have created. 
I am afraid that some of the public spaces might be too 
vast, and could have benefited from being scaled down. 

PROJECT NUMBERS
Site area: approx. 3 ha

New residents: approx. 2 000

Residential floor area: approx. 100 000m2

Number of dwellings: approx. 1 000

Added commercial floor area: approx. 18000m2

Indoor car parking: approx. 1260 (1170) 
(Most existing parking taken away)

Indoor (public) bicycle parking: approx. 700

Public parks (area): approx. 6300m2
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