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Urban Insight is a long-term initiative that provides  
insights about sustainable urban development, seen  
from a citizen's perspective. The initiative is built on a  
series of reports, based on facts and research, written  
by Sweco's experts. The initiative provides society and  
decision-makers with facts needed to understand  
and meet current and future challenges.

This report is part of a series of reports on the topic  
Urban Health and Well-being in which our experts highlight 
specific data, facts and science that are needed to plan and 
build safe and resilient future urban environments.

Find out more by visiting our website:  
swecourbaninsight.com
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Urban Health & Well-Being – Which way now? Healthy options for our streets and cities

Introduction
According to the UN, about 70 percent of the global popula-
tion – an astonishing 7 billion people – are expected to live in 
cities by 2050. This might become a reality if we densify and 
expand our cities. But if the way we design our cities does not 
change as the number of inhabitants increases, we are sure to 
end up with cities that few people will want to live in. More- 
over, people who don’t have a choice will risk physical and 
mental health issues. In short, we need to rethink our cities.

Although cities are promoting bikeability and walkability, 
land-use structure in European cities is fuelling the need 
for long trips that make motorised modes of transport the 
easiest choice. 

Despite a wide array of alternatives, citizens have not dras-
tically changed their behaviour. Realising opportunities to 
shift towards sustainable mobility will require a shift in travel 
behaviour and, in parallel, a shift in urban planning.

This report provides insights from different fields – mobility 
planning, urban planning, and sociology – on how to com-
bine social sciences and engineering sciences to achieve a 
shift towards sustainable mobility, liveable neighbourhoods, 
and urban health and well-being. 

At the core of these three goals is what we call “shared speed” 
– a planning and design strategy that aims to make the city’s 
various modes of transport, from driving to walking, more  
equal. By adapting speed levels through design and techno-
logy in urban streets, we will not only have lower emissions, 
fewer accidents, and less stress, but urban planners and 
architects will be forced to think in new ways: such as the 
"15-minute city", a concept that brings people and services 
closer together. They must think about proximity, about 
redesigning street spaces for more social encounters and 
engagement, and to enable all citizens to feel confident in 
using the space. 

At the same time, following these three design strategies will 
also contribute to reaching several of the UN’s sustainable 
development goals, most notably goal 3 (Good Health and 
Well-Being), goal 5 (Gender Equality), goal 9 (Industry, Inn-
ovation and Infrastructure), goal 10 (Reduced Inequalities), 
goal 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities) and goal 13 
(Climate Action). 

The pandemic has given us new perspectives and revealed 
the flaws in street space distribution and public space as it 
disrupted people’s transport behaviour, compelling them to 
work from home, move shorter distances, and explore the ci-
ty on a more local scale. Let us use this as a starting point for 
a shift towards cities where commuters have equal opportu-
nities to get around and streets are reinvented as places for 
interaction and sharing. 

THE STREET AS AN INCUBATOR OF HEALTH AND WELL-BEING
For many years, urban and transport planners have sought 
to manage and overcome challenges like climate change, 
pollution, and inequalities. This endeavour includes mea- 
sures such as densification, urban renewal, transit-oriented 
development, improved bicycling infrastructure, and mobility 
management schemes. Last but not least, a major effort has 
been made to unite urban planning and transport planning. 

Following these notions, we propose the idea of the street  
as a health incubator. This means a space where noise, 
air quality, and other environmental risks are kept below a 
healthy threshold, where streets become places used for 
living rather than merely moving through, and where cars are 
guests and no longer the dominant users of public space.

THE STREET AS A HEALTH INCUBATOR
Urban health & well-being are impacted by our car- 
dependent society: due to physical inactivity, traffic  
accidents and harmful local levels of NO2, PM and SO  
generated by fuel combustion and tyre breaks.

70% 
1million

95% 

of the European urban population
breathes hazardous air1

deaths/year due to physical  
inactivity in the EU2

of the time a car might consume  
(social) street space3

How to transform  
our streets into an  
incubator of health  
and well-being?
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Sharing 
speed
Shared speed means placing the same speed or more similar 
speed limits to different forms of transport in urban settings. 
Pedestrians and cyclists have, for natural reasons, a limited 
ability to increase speed, whereas motorised transport offers 
a much greater span. This would pose less of a problem if 
speed did not impact land use and planning.4 A city built for 
speeds above 40 km/h offers fewer travel options and even 
excludes some people from making use of urban amenities, 
whereas a city built for a speed of 20 km/h facilitates urban 
everyday life on foot or by bike.

PERCEIVED SPEED 
Speed is both an objective and measurable yet highly  
subjective phenomenon. The same speed seems very  
different if you bike to work on a sunny morning compared 
with being stuck in a tailback going to your sister’s wed-
ding. Moreover, speed is often seen as a voluntary choice. 
We can choose our speed within legislated limits, and, 
almost as easily, above the limits. It is often even portrayed 
as a sign of freedom and agility. However, a reliable human- 
powered commute could be worth more than saving a 

few minutes – it’s less stressful than waiting in a traffic 
jam and offers sensory experiences as well as exercise. 

If biking and walking become more feasible alternatives, 
more people will choose to use them.5

CITIES BUILT FOR CERTAIN SPEEDS
Speed is just as often something forced upon us, meaning 
that the structure of cities and the labour market compel  
us to use quick, motorised travel over long distances.6 On 
a larger scale, speed should also be seen as an indicator 
of how a city functions and feels.

6

Shared speed and proximity in a city, 2021. Illustration by 
Tom Uyttendaele, Sweco.

This report argues that distributing the speed of move-
ment differently in a city provides us with an instrument to 
achieve several goals. The traffic safety benefits of shared 
speed or low speed areas and streets are well established. 
Increased mean car speed translates into increased 
accident risk and severity, especially for pedestrians and 
cyclists.7, 8 This is why speed reduction has been a vital 
part of traffic safety schemes for decades. Lower speeds 
translate into fewer and less severe accidents. Speeds 
around 20 km/h are relatively safe and feasible for several 
transport modes.9  

Moreover, the reduction of serious crashes due to lower 
speed has a significant positive impact on the economy.10

Furthermore, this report suggests that travel speed relates to 
a number of other factors that constitute a socially sustaina-
ble and healthy city. But transport planners have not given 
these aspects enough emphasis in the pursuit of advocating 
sustainable travel choices. In addition, urban designers and 
architects have failed to acknowledge travel speed as a suf-
ficient method for supporting attractive urban design. 

SHARING SPEEDS

Sharing space according to speed
Movements with the same level of speed  
(low, medium, max) share space.

LOW
(5/km/hour)

MEDIUM
(15-20km/hour)

MAX
(40/km/hour)

Speed levels for all movements are kept up to a 
certain level in different areas and streets. This 
is made possible through design, legislation and 
intelligent speed adaption. The speed levels in 
the illustration are to be seen as suggestions for 
further evaluation.
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Street design in Torggata, with the aim of providing welcoming space. The lowered kerbstone and the chicanes create a blurring or  
integration between mobility and informal meeting. Oslo, Norway, Sweco

However, both fast and slow travel have a role to play in future 
cities. High-capacity transport, such as the underground, 
bike highways or regional trains, is an integral part of sus-
tainable urban planning. Moreover, shared speed refers to a 
shared distribution of speed rather than a particular level. 

Sharing speed works on several geographical scales, from 
the street lane to the city level. Motor vehicles should be 
speed-restricted rather than banned: it will take you as long 
by car as by bike. It can promote the modal shift on equal 
terms. A transport system or a city with shared speed could 
support a change of modal share by changing the competi-
tion between motor-driven and muscle-driven movement. 

•   Sharing speed in lanes. Several kinds of vehicles share 
lanes with same speed. Mainly to achieve safe, space- 
efficient through traffic.

•   Sharing speed in streets or at places. Several modes share 
speed and space mainly to achieve a safe and predictable 
movement pattern in shared-space streets or the like. This 
supports both those passing through and those crossing, 
lingering or strolling.

•   Sharing speed in neighbourhoods or larger networks.  
A shared speed scheme in several connected streets  
allows for greater benefits, such as modal shift,  
densification, and more proximate destinations. 

SMART TECHNOLOGICAL TOOLS HELP THE TRANSITION
When we think of a tool for reducing speed in the streets, 
we probably think of speed limits for motorised vehicles. 
However, speed limits in themselves are not effective 
enough for reducing speed levels.11 Therefore, traffic 
safety schemes typically have combined legislation with 
design measures to support the desired speed level. 

Technological achievements in recent years – such as 
geofencing and autonomous vehicles – have given rise to 
the idea of controlling the maximum speed of vehicles in 
certain areas or neighbourhoods. Geofencing combined 
with intelligent speed adaptation, an in-vehicle system 
that supports drivers' compliance with the speed limit,  
is a system that can control the maximum speed and 
possible route choices. The technology helps to adapt 
the car speeds to the speed limit in that area and through 
traffic without adding barriers, blocks and fencing in the 
public space. 

Shared speed also supports an introduction of future 
vehicle technologies. With speed as the common deno-
minator, the co-existence of different vehicles and modes 
will pose less of a problem. It can also offer flexibility for 
citizens by providing them with several options within 
their travel time window.12

BEFORE

AFTER

A core strategy of streets as health 
incubators entails treating the city’s 
various modes of transportation, 
from driving to walking, more equal, 
a planning and design strategy that 
we call “shared speed”. 
David Lindelöw, transport planner at Sweco

You don’t necessarily have to ban 
cars to create great places. But you 
do have to completely redefine the 
car’s role. You have to prioritize  
cars last and people first.
Brent Toderian, urbanist

Bike Highway, BUUR part of Sweco Belgium.

Photo: Anders Haakonsen

Photo: Amund Johne

Urban Health & Well-Being – Which way now? Healthy options for our streets and cities
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There are six things that make an urbanite happy: dwelling in dignity, 
working in proper conditions, [being able to gain] provisions, well-being, 
education and leisure. To improve quality of life, you need to reduce the 
access radius for these functions.
Carlos Moreno, urbanist and professor at the Sorbonne, Paris

A second strategy in the pursuit of healthier streets is rela-
ted to the distance to daily activities such as school, work, 
and leisure spaces. The distribution of functions across an 
urban area determines the dominant travel mode. Cities are 
planning to reduce commutes and to integrate and provide a 
mix of functions on the neighbourhood level. Consequently, 
they are planning to once again become a collection of 
neighbourhoods and move away from the functional zoning 

principles of the Modernist planning ideal, which prized the 
car as the optimal transport mode. 

AVOIDING COMMUTES 
Urban planning that designs for shorter trips or reduced travel 
distances can complement speed reduction measures. When 
the distances to daily activities are shorter, the speed of 
travel becomes less important and the choices for arriving 

Planning for proximity  
and density
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Doctor's office
Grocery store

Office

P

P

P

Housing with proximity to 
mobility hub and nature

Attractive conditions for 
soft mobility

Public transportation system 
adapted to the area

Mobility hub with shared 
cars below ground

SKALSTADSKOGEN –DRAMMEN, NORWAY, BY SWECO NORWAY

at a destination more numerous. This supports  
people’s local activities in their everyday lives, where  
biking and walking are effective choices of travel.

Avoiding long commutes by choosing local activities pro-
motes a transition towards less car ownership, more shared 
mobility, and thus more options for green spaces in the 
streetscape. As a consequence, air pollution in the form of 
NOx and particle matter can be diminished.  

THE 15-MINUTE CITY
The idea behind the 15-minute city (or, rather, 15-minute 
neighbourhoods within the city) is that all citizens should 
be able to go to school, enjoy leisure activities, work and 
shop within walking or biking distance of their homes. 
Carlos Moreno, an urbanist and professor at the Sorbonne, 
reinvented and theorised this concept. He built a matrix 
with six social and urban functions: living, working, grocery 
shopping, education, healthcare and self-development. 
The theory is closely related to a reflection on mobility and 
the time we need for transport, the comfort factor, and the 
necessary infrastructure. He concluded that the more func-
tions that fit into the radius of a 15-minute bike-ride, the 
more urban well-being is improved. 

Recent implementations of the 15-minute city aim to cut air 
pollution and hours lost to commuting, improve Parisians’ 
quality of life and help the city achieve its plan to become 
carbon neutral by 2050.

The pandemic compelled most people to work from home; 
a little home office can be the key to avoiding daily com-
mutes. This new urban development, 7 kilometers outside 
the city of Drammen, uses principles of proximity planning 
to create a sustainable mobility concept in the new neigh-
bourhood. Cars are collected in mobility hubs where a bus 
stop, bicycle repair shop, rental of cargo bikes, café, shop 
and co-working spaces are combined. These hubs are  

places for gathering – places where residents meet and  
do many of their everyday functions. In addition, common 
facilities like allotment gardens, greenhouses, playgrounds,  
ball fields, campfire sites, multi-purpose halls, kindergartens 
and a lot of greenery will be created. This program and layout 
of the development make it possible for future inhabitants 
of Skalstadskogen to live close to rich natural areas without 
having to own a car.

Shared speed area at the scale of people, with cars as guests.  
Hoekakker, BUUR Part of Sweco, Belgium.

Urban Health & Well-Being – Which way now? Healthy options for our streets and cities

neighbourhood

home

work

learn

enjoy outdoors

stay active

share  reuse

be engaged

in community

stock up

get around

health care

eat healthy

15 minutes

   City

   Shared speed

     Neighbourhood

  Daily acitivities

  Home

   Proximity

SHARED SPEED IN THE THE 15-MINUTE CITY

Shared speed supports short distance travel which 
in turn supports local shops and other amenities in a 
15-minute city scheme.

Illustration by Sweco.

Illustration: Lise Boting Sakariassen, Sweco.

10
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KIRSCHGELÄNDE, MUNCHEN, BY TOVATT ARCHITECTS 
PART OF SWECO

The transit oriented development in the outskirts of  
Munich, named “City of Wood”,  provides high performance  
in sustainable living. Immediate access to the S-Bahn  
stimulates to reduced use and ownership. 

The main structure builds around a generous open space, 
and is adapted to future communities both in terms of 
multimodal mobility (prioritizing pedestrian and bicycle 
use) and allowing for a mix of functions (e.g. schools and 
local amenities). 

The urban design is adapted to dense development, al-
lowing for lively shared space. Within the development, 
vehicular traffic has been reduced to a minimum, providing 
an intricate network of well-balanced public open space. 
Kindergartens and raised ground floors are just a few 
aspects of long-term flexibility – an urban area prepared  
to adapt to a changing future, new demands, and yet  
unknown priorities.

DENSITY AND MULTIFUNCTIONAL NEIGHBOURHOODS
The model of a 15-minute neighbourhood obviously stimu-
lates living in compact urban centres, since more functions 
are available closer to our homes. Along with densification, 
distances between our daily destinations decrease. Shared 
mobility systems (like bike sharing and e-scooters) need eno-
ugh visitors. A minimal number of users ensures liveliness in 
the streets, enables shops and services to flourish, creates a 
solid base for viable business models on shared mobility sys-
tems and is a precondition for efficient public transport.

While density greatly supports walkability, a dense urban 
area and the integration of businesses into the residential 

tissue face some challenges in terms of privacy, noise, 
safety, daylight, and access to blue and green open spaces. 
This implies good architectural design and creative solu-
tions in which dense urban cities all over the world have 
been experimenting: kindergartens with play spaces on 
the roof, multifunctional buildings with flexible walls and 
similar solutions.  

Adding more functions to one place increases the density 
of activity in the neighbourhood. Inaccessible roofs can 
turn into open parks, and schoolyards can become open 
sports venues in the evenings. Multifunctional and multi-
temporal uses increase spatial efficiency.

PRESSURE ON PUBLIC SPACE 
Higher density, of course, also creates pressure on the 
public space and infrastructure. In a dense area, it is sen-
sible to prioritise space-efficient modes of transport, such 
as walking, cycling and public transport. Even though car 
ownership and use in high-density areas is significant-
ly lower than in suburban regions, cars and traffic still 
abound, and densification is likely to worsen this problem. 
To get out of this impossible situation, it is important to 
think ahead and not just build underground parking spaces 
for cars that stand idle out of view for 95% of the time. New 
developments often want to offer expensive parking facili-
ties. Not only does this make the presence of cars in cities 

Kirschgelände, Munchen, by Tovatt Architects
Part of sweco

Urban Health & Well-Being – Which way now? Healthy options for our streets and cities
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The street design in Antwerp (Keyserlei) by Manuel de 
Solà-Morales together with Sweco. The redesign of the  
street profile allowed for reverse distribution, in which 70% 
of the space was reserved for pedestrians, trees and cafes.

permanent, but it also increases the cost of apartments 
significantly. Real estate agents therefore make good 
partners when it comes to getting rid of these regulated 
parking requirements, enabling developers to build fewer 
parking spaces if they invest in shared mobility options. In 
a shared car system, the surface area needed for parked 
cars could be reduced to only one-eighth of that surface, 
not even taking into account the extra modal shift created 
for this transition.13

SHARED MOBILITY AS A SOLUTION TO FREE  
UP PUBLIC SPACE
In recent years, urban dwellers have seen the advent of 
several new vehicles and related mobility-based services. 
This includes bike-share systems, electric scooters and 
food delivery by bike. Added to this, autonomous vehicles 
are likely within a few years’ reach. Despite their unique, 
innovative characteristics, they often share road space 

with traditional modes of transport, pedestrians, bicycles 
and motorised vehicles. This potent mix of diverse users, 
speed levels and technologies has caused both excitement 
and concern among citizens and planners alike, renewing 
the debate on how limited street space can be shared and 
different modes can co-exist. This increased complexity in 
transport and urban planning demands further insight and 
tools at different scales and a cross-cutting approach if we 
are to achieve a liveable city. Shared speed could act as 
one such approach.

RESTRICTED ACCESS 
Restricting access to neighbourhoods for motorised traffic 
by blocking through traffic, removing traffic lanes, or intro-
ducing one-way traffic aim to lower the intensity and speed 
of traffic in the neighbourhood, challenges the dominance 
of cars and enhances the human dimension. Restricted 
access results in more intensive, local use of public space, 

social cohesion involving resident participation, and more 
opportunities for biodiversity. Successful examples of res-
tricted traffic schemes are the Superblocks in Barcelona, 
Good Move in Brussels, and the City by Foot in Stockholm.

SOCIAL INCLUSION AND COHESION THROUGH WALKABILITY 
The re-thinking of cities to facilitate walkability and cycling 
could, in turn, inspire the creation of parks, squares and 
public places within neighbourhoods. This has the poten-
tial to help bridge the social inequality gap in accessing 
such facilities, which are not always available for everyone 
in a car-dependent city. 

This allows for a more just planning and transport system 
because not everyone can afford a car. Daily activities 
would be within walking or biking distance. This would po-
tentially even out women and men's differing possibilities 
to make use of urban amenities and services. Furthermore, 
research has indicated that residents of walkable neigh-
bourhoods have more social interaction15 and enjoy more 
physical activities.16

Social cohesion and inclusion are important to well-being. 
Proximity between where we live and where we work and 
socialize creates a stronger connection to the neighbour-
hood and the local environment.

LESSONS FROM THE PANDEMIC
The recent pandemic highlights the flaws in streetscape 
design. It has temporarily changed the way people view 
and use the city. In many cities, the measures and restric- 
tions have forced inhabitants to explore their nearby en-
vironments. This experience has raised new questions in 
the debate on planning for proximity and ensuring that all 
citizens can travel to school, enjoy leisure activities, work 
and shop within walking or biking distance of their home. 

A developed country is not a country 
where the poor have cars, it’s where 
the rich ride public transportation.
Gustavo Petro, Mayor of Bogota

Traditional Model Superblocks Model

Illustration based on  Mueller et al.14

Local logistic activities
Only local logistic activities are allowed,  
accessing  the block by one-way routes
  
Public transport network
Fast public transport at the edge of the  
neighbourhood

Mixed traffic: 
local, through-traffic

Local traffic
Avoiding through-traffic, allowing only 
local traffic increases safety and intensity 
of local use of public space

Pedestrianized area (car as a guest) 
Streets in this area have restricted access,  
only local cars can enter as guests

Basic traffic network

Urban Health & Well-Being – Which way now? Healthy options for our streets and cities
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Redistrbuted street space for increased social interaction, 2021. Illustration by Tom Uyttendaele, Sweco.

Streets are more than a transport flow. They are multifunc-
tional and dynamic urban spaces shaping people's every-
day lives. It is important to highlight the potential for a more 
life-sized or human-scale city through the redistribution 
of that space at the local level in order to plan for people 
instead of cars. 

Motorised vehicles, moving or parked, currently take up 50 
to 70% of the public space in European cities,17 mainly in 
the form of parking spaces and lanes. While reduced car 
ownership allows for converting parking spaces into small 
parks, restaurant space, or other social spaces, redistri-
buting street lanes also supports more muscle-powered 
mobility. Both elements could contribute to improved air 
quality and an increase in physical activity, boosting our 
health in the streetscape.

ADDRESSING DIVERSITY IN SOCIETY 
Redesigning streets offers a way to balance the needs of a 
diverse population. Planning streets for shared speed mobility 
ensures access, safety, and comfort for more people. Better 
designed streets serve more people within the same space.18  

It is essential to design more human-oriented streets for 
more informal interactions. This could be achieved through 
minimising physical barriers in the street to allow more  
movement across it, or the installation of street furniture for 
lingering, and the overall structure. Even though physical 

barriers are kept low, it is important to keep a structure of 
lanes and zones for the overall readability and mobility of 
the street. In this context, shared speed could help ensure 
an attractive urban space with different choices of mobility 
close to walking or cycling speed.

CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT
The strategy to upgrade streets so they can become health 
incubators will also require the engagement of citizens. 
Planners can promote liveable streets and neighbourhoods 
by altering the physical environment, but there is also great 
value in working directly with the users of that space. By 
involving citizens and raising awareness of the way we use 
and move around in the city, we can encourage them to 
play an active part in the shift to more liveable neighbour-
hoods. Citizen science is a tool that enables researchers 
to utilise the inhabitants’ resources or information while 
serving as a catalyst for behavioural change and building 
social capital among people in the neighbourhoods.19 

Redistributing street  
space to serve more people 
and purposes 

50–70% OF THE PUBLIC SPACE IN EUROPEAN CITIES IS TODAY TAKEN  
UP BY MOTORISED VEHICLES, MOVING OR PARKED.

Citizen science is data collected by citizens. By 
means of counts, sensors, wearables, or surveys,  
citizens allow their personal data to be used for  
research. This is a great tool for creating engagement 
and awareness. Participants state that their partici-
pation resulted in changed views and behaviour.20

More space
to meet  

increases
social cohesion

Bike infrastructure  
and sharing services  

stimulate  
multimodality

Electric charging  
stations stimulate  

decarbonized  
mobility

Vegetation and  
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Smart tools monitor,
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time data for new
mobility concepts
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“Tactical urbanism” involves action through small interven-
tions, and is a way for citizens to engage in the urban deba-
te and experience rapid changes to the urban environment. 
Projects like pop-up bike lanes, temporary installations, 
and supplementary elements for traffic calming purposes, 
or temporary closing off an entire street, could raise aware-
ness and educate both the community and elected officials 
about how everyone can work together to create more safe, 
vibrant and healthy communities.

Car-free days, organised by the city, are a successful 
formula that allows citizens to discover their city’s street 
space from the pedestrian’s perspective. Cities could use 
such initiatives to experiment with alternative layouts for 
the space and involve citizens in the process. 

When the main reason for redesign is to give excluded 
groups better access, the design fails if these groups do not 
feel confident in using the space. User engagement could 
therefore be a helpful tool for understanding aspects and 
elements that make underserved users feel welcome and 
safe. This exemplifies that designing for urban justice often 
means designing for the more “fragile” users of a space.21 

When engaging users of a space, it is important to esta-
blish common expectations for what the project or initiative 
can achieve. Different expectations increase the risk for 
frustration and disappointment over their contribution and 
lead to participation fatigue.

The liveliness of a street is often reflected in the appropria-
tion of public space. When residents and users appropriate 
the space, they feel a greater sense of empowerment and 
perceived safety. Promoting topophilia (being happy with 
the place and community you live in) will result in feeling 
proud and responsible for the public space in a street.22

BOOSTING BUSINESS
Prioritising pedestrians and cyclists in the streets also has 
a positive effect on business and real estate. A study in 
Hong Kong found a 17% increase in retail rent value after 
the city pedestrianised certain streets. Moreover, on Ninth 
Avenue in New York, the creation of a cycle track led to a 
49% increase in retail sales.23 Businesses that are located 
close to supporting infrastructure, such as bike-sharing 
systems, bike parking, street furniture, and trees that cast 
shadows, reduce urban canyons, and provide cooling, 
might gain more business.

INCREASED CONNECTIVITY THROUGH  
ECOLOGICAL NETWORKS
The scientific literature defines the walkability of a neigh-
bourhood as a combination of three key factors: residential 
density, function mix, and street connectivity.24 Cities are 
increasingly taking a more radical approach and catering to 
walking and biking, which has an effect on the redesign of 
the street level and connectivity in the city. Combining active 
mobility and blue-green networks could provide a healthy 
environment, while ensuring faster routes into the city 
centres. More space for trees could build stepping-stones 
into the urban ecological network, increasing biodiversity, 
capturing local emissions, and purifying air, while creating 
connected networks and trajectories. 

Oftentimes, the decision to uncover historic water sources 
in a city opens up opportunities to install a direct, safe 
route for cyclists and pedestrians into the city. Using water 
networks in the city as a structuring layer for active mobi-
lity also allows for a sustainable way of adding vegetation 
and greenery into the space. Green streets and vegetation 
are estimated to be 3-6 times more effective in managing 
stormwater and reducing hard infrastructure cost than 
streets without greenery.25

Cities have the capability of 
providing something for everybody, 
only because, and only when, they 
are created by everybody.
Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities

In Sweden, beginning in Stockholm, a local concept was launched in 2020, ”the one-minute city” called Street Moves, which focuses 
on the street environment right outside our doors. The project consists of interactive kits that will change how we use the city’s  
streets. With the help of the kit, councils or inhabitants will be able to quickly create spaces for playing, outdoor gyms, growing 
plants, social hubs, or other things that will bring life to the street.

Already in 2013, Sweco, as an example of “the one-minute city” decided to try something new on Götgatan with the aim of improving 
conditions for pedestrians and bicyclists, in line with the strategies that were outlined in the city’s comprehensive plan “The city 
by foot”.  Sweco’s proposal entailed the removal of one traffic lane in either direction, broadening, straightening and moving bicycle 
paths into the street, and broadening the walkways.  

Reducing speed and increasing places to meet and play.

Streets are so much more than a travel 
system, they are multifunctional urban 
spaces shaping peoples everyday life.
Lars Jørgensen, Urban designer at Sweco

Sweco Architects in Sweden. Photographer: Steffan Sundström.
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In this report, we envision proximity, density, and shared speed 
as paths for transforming streets into incubators for health 
and well-being. It’s a sensible path to a healthier, greener, and 
lively city of the future that is more equal and productive.

Shared speed measures, planning for proximity and density, 
and street redesign are tools we can use to plan for people 
instead of cars. In our opinion, urban designers and archi-
tects have failed to acknowledge travel speed as a suffi-
cient method for supporting attractive urban design. 

Both fast and slow travel have a role to play in future cities. 
High-capacity transport, such as the underground, bike 
highways or regional trains, is an integral part of sustaina-
ble urban planning.

Sharing speed often means adapting speed in streets and 
spaces that are home to urban life. When speed approaches 
human-powered movement, it is also easier to experience 
the urban environment and the people. It also promotes 
spontaneity and informal encounters. All this creates strong-
er social ties in the neighbourhood, fostering well-being. 
The shared speed strategy supports efficient short distance 
travel in a 15-minute city.

A city built for speeds above 40 km/h offers fewer travel 
options and even excludes some people from making use 
of urban amenities, whereas a city built for a speed of 20 
km/h simplifies an urban dweller’s daily life on foot or bike.

The report also promotes planning for proximity of urban ame-
nities and services together with a mobility concept which fa-
cilitates a variation of modes to reach a destination within the 
same amount of time. When the distances to daily activities 
are shorter, the speed of the travel becomes less important 
and the choices for arriving at a destination more numerous. 
This supports people’s local activities in their everyday lives, 
where biking and walking are effective choices of travel.

Adding more functions to one place at the same time in-
creases the density of activity in the neighbourhood, so in-
accessible roofs can turn into open parks and schoolyards 
can become open sports venues in the evenings. Multifunc-
tional uses increase spatial efficiency.

Experiences from the pandemic have brought new perspec-
tives to the debate on planning for proximity and ensuring 

Conclusion

EXPERT RECOMMENDATIONS 

Acknowledge shared speed as a viable 
method for supporting attractive urban 
design and developing cities that promote 
health and well-being.

Plan for proximity of urban amenities and  
services together with a mobility concept 
which facilitates a variation of modes to 
reach a destination within a reasonable time. 

Redesign streets to balance the needs of  
a diverse population. Plan for low-speed 
mobility and streets that serve more people 
within the same space. 

Prioritise pedestrians and cyclists in the 
streets to gain positive effects on health and 
well-being as well as business, real estate 
and biodiversity.

Involve citizens, as they can play an active 
part in the shift to healthier and more liveable 
neighbourhoods.

1

2

3

4

5

that all citizens can travel to school, enjoy leisure activities, 
work and shop within walking or biking range of their ho-
me. Prioritising pedestrians and cyclists in the streets also 
has a positive effect on business and real estate.

By involving citizens and raising awareness of how we use 
and move around in the city, they can play an active part 
in the shift to more liveable neighbourhoods. User engage-
ment can be a helpful tool for understanding aspects and 
elements that make traditionally excluded users feel wel-
come and safe. However, when engaging users of a space it 
is important to establish common expectations for what the 
project or initiative can achieve. 

We have tried to provide solutions to a multifaceted problem 
faced by our urban communities and challenges certainly 
remain. However through these suggestions we hope to 
provide pathways to a healthier, more inclusive and more 
sustainable urban environment.

xxxxxx

The idea of the street as an incubator of health 
and well-being means a space in which the 
noise, air quality, and other environmental 
risks are kept below a healthy maximum, in 
which streets become places to live rather 
than merely spaces to move through.
Isabelle Putseys, urban design expert, Sweco
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