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The reusability of public squares  
Four contradictory demands in the wake of  
sustainable urban development

I have been studying public squares in Lund and Malmö over the past twenty years (e.g., Kärrholm 
2005; 2015; 2017), often focusing on how their uses have changed over the decades.1 Looking 
back at these studies, I have seen how the squares of these two cities increasingly have turned into 
crowded pedestrianized areas for extraordinary events and weekend or evening entertainment, rather 
than catering for more mundane needs (Van Melik et. al. 2007: 28 f.). The development of regional 
retail areas and the increase in internet shopping have meant that public squares are steering away 
from everyday goods and services (Weltevreden et al. 2005; Delage et. al. 2020; Barata-Salgueiro & 
Guimarães 2020). Not least in central public places, we see how a slow process of de-retailization is 
coupled with the catering for temporary visitors and tourists, often leading to quite cluttered design 
solutions affording e.g., short meetings, refreshments and digital services. 

Reusability is a fundamental characteristic of public spaces: public spaces are meant to be appropri-
ated, yet must constantly resist permanent appropriation (Brighenti 2010). In this sense, traditional 
public squares and spaces are also true examples of circularity: they are built structures that have 
accommodated changing needs over decades or even centuries. In recent decades, particularly in 
response to calls for sustainable urban development, it seems as if public squares are expected to 
meet a range of new demands that sometimes risk undermining their cyclical and reusable nature. 
Based on my former studies, I will here bring up four such demands on our public squares, demands 
that seem to put their reusability at risk. These demands have been studied in the Öresund region, 
but I believe they can be relevant also for discussions on other contemporary squares associated with 
so-called sustainable urban design.

First, we have densification. In Swedish cities, densification is pursued as a means of sustainable 
development, often by building on open (more or less) public spaces such as parking lots, yards, 
and parks. This frequently results in a decrease in public space per capita. The effect of densification 
– both of population and space – manifest itself differently for various groups. Many people have 
seen their domestic spaces shrink, for example, due to the closure of common areas (public laundries, 
etc.), the increase of large families living in small apartments or through housing experiments with 
compact living (Kärrholm and Wirdelöv 2019). This has made some groups more reliant on public 
facilities, such as squares and parks than others, increasing public space related inequalities. 

Second, we have colonization. As a response to pedestrianisation as well as to declining retail in 
urban centres, public squares are increasingly animated and furnished (Wirdelöv 2020). We can see 
how private interest increasingly colonize public squares, for example, through outdoor restaurants, 

1 This article is a revised and expanded version of a problem that I first presented in Kärrholm (2026).



advertisement campaigns, and new gadgets for hire, like electric scooters (Flores and Jansson 2021). 
Post-COVID trends such as outdoor offices and ‘walk-and-talk’ meetings have increased white-
collar workers’ use of public spaces during office hours (Troije et al. 2024). Sustainable lifestyles and 
technological developments have also led to the proliferation of new street furniture, such as cell 
phone and bike charging stations. In short, public spaces are becoming increasingly crowded with 
objects and activities that, although often catering for some kind of public demands, often involve a 
privatization of space and the colonization of actors with vested and commercial interests.

Third, we also see ongoing tendencies of specialization (a division of labour). Over the past few 
decades, many central public squares have become more specialized and homogenized. Squares 
become themed as, e.g., open-air food courts or event squares. This specialization of certain spaces 
has resulted in micro-zoning and a homogenization of urban areas. During the second half of the 
20th century, we could see how retail and services clustered over the decades into large well-defined 
territories. This trend of has contributed to the development of a city à la carte (Kärrholm et al. 2017), 
which may offer a great variety of options for mobile and well-off citizens but can leave others in lack 
of needed services. It also increases travel and may lead to the deterioration of basic social infrastruc-
tures and local communities (as local and small shops must compete with large-scale facilities), 
especially affecting less mobile and less affluent segments of the population. In the Öresund region, 
where people might live in Lund, work in Copenhagen and shop in Malmö, we are (as in many other 
places) witnessing the development of a region à la carte. In some cases, this might lead to the 
development of different kinds of urban deserts, as basic infrastructure is replaced by well-organized 
and large, but themed and far in-between enclaves. Food deserts (Shaw 2006), which are still quite 
rare in Sweden, might be one of the more severe and well-known examples of this phenomenon, but 
other kinds of urban deserts could easily be listed as different services are centralised, often declining 
in number, while growing in individual or agglomerate size.

Fourth, we have programmatic expansion. In contrast to specialization and theming, we are also 
seeing an add-on of the number of specific programs (rather than generic uses) that individual public 
spaces are designed to accommodate. These programs might often cater for ‘the common good’, 
still they might lead to conflicts with existing uses in on-going struggles for space. In response to 
sustainable development, new programs have been added to public squares and other spaces, such 
as health promotion initiatives (outdoor gyms, new running tracks, benches designed for therapy 
or social interaction, etc.) and stormwater management through blue-green solutions. There is also 
a tendency to design public spaces with “weak” or underrepresented groups in mind (Sandström 
et al. 2024). Other programs reflect a posthumanist approach to urban planning (Holmberg 2015), 
catering to animals, like pollinators by avoiding grass cutting (sometimes inhibiting human-centred 
activities). These add-on programs might introduce new social challenges at the sites where they are 
implemented. In fact, programmatic expansion, such as the introduction of blue-green solutions, has 
in several cases been shown to trigger new spatial conflicts on how to use public space (Mottaghi 
2023). An increase in the number of specified programs might increase spatial controversies, while in 
fact not adding much to the versatility or polyvalence of that space.

Squares have a public and democratic role to play, and this role means that they must remain a 
spatial resource and potential arena for the new issues that our society might need to tackle, now and 
in the future. The disappearance of local everyday life and the new focus on entertainment and the 
visiting middle-class might be problematic. Although possibly successful at attracting larger crowds, 
the trends mentioned might nevertheless lead to a larger and more structural problem: a decrease 
in the very publicness of public space (Brighenti 2010). Public spaces are important social infrastruc-
tures (Klinenberg 2018); they enable and direct social relationships. They also play an important role 
as places for community-building on different scales (Sandström 2019). Their publicness relates to 
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their potential to cater for a variety of different activities, interests and groups (cf. Marres 2005), and 
this is where these trends might pose problems. That colonization decreases public space for the gain 
of private interest is quite clear, but specialization might also contribute to a decline in publicness; 
and as program expansion and densification put extra pressure on our already crowded public 
squares (without necessarily making them more accessible), the risk of conflict, segregation and 
lockout effects increase. 

The four tendencies mentioned here have been documented in different studies, but so far only in 
fragmented ways, often treating each tendency or part of it as a singular problem. These problems 
are interrelated and often operate on multiple scales, across different places, districts and even cities. 
A more ecological approach to public spaces to create a more holistic understanding of how different 
public spaces interact is much needed. How can our central squares meet contemporary demands 
related to urban sustainability, without compromising their ability to accommodate new activities, 
groups, and uses over time? How can we ensure the circular affordance and reusability of our public 
spaces?
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