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A COLLECTIVE URBAN
RESPONSE TO COVID-19

09

Amani Alshaaban & Armando Caroca Fernandez
Think Fast: a Collective Urban Response to COVID-19

Back in April 2020, we decided to start the online platform
Think-Fast as a way to overcome anxiety and despair during
the first stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. We perceived that
us, urban practitioners, were left out from the mainstream
discussions at the time, which mainly focused on the humanitarian, economic, and scientific aspects of the crisis.
Think-Fast aimed to provide a space for practitioners from
the built environment, public health, and other related
disciplines to share their views, fears, and positionality
regarding the outbreak as unfolded in their own territories,
with a particular focus on cities. We wanted to know not
only how professionals – and the communities they were
engaged with – were affected by the pandemic, but also
of online discussions (Global Talks) on topics such as forced
detention, migration, border cities, and home confinement
among others, which proved to be extraordinarily rich, and
that we were able to convene with the invaluable support
of our fellow colleagues Natalia Child, Ayesha Khalil, and
Jessica Lau. This platform was our humble way to respond
to the complexities and overall confusion that the world
was facing back in those first stages of the pandemic.
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how they were coping with it. Thus, we organised a series
Pandemic Resilient Cities
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In May 2020, we started our collaboration with Emergency

in this book a broader array of contributors, widening the

Architecture & Human Rights (EAHR) through Michele di

range of potential acts of imagination feeding the idea of

Marco – CEO of EAHR – who had previously worked in

a pandemic-resilient city. Furthermore, it is possible to

Jordan with Think-Fast co-founder Amani Alshaaban and by

open up the discussion on the very meaning of resilience,

the time was working with the World Health Organisation

as it has been to a certain extent co-opted and depolitised

as a coordinator for emergency health infrastructure. We

by international agencies and academic institutions.
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had the idea of producing a Manifesto on Pandemic Resilient
Cities as one of the outcomes of Think-Fast, and the notion

2. Timing: Given that the pandemic is far from being over yet,

of Architecture as Human Right championed by EAHR

there is still an urgent need for ideas and quick action, espe-

seemed like a perfect match to our own approach. During

cially in the fields of public health and the humanitarian sector.

June 2020, we jointly organised five discussions on the

However, we also need to simultaneously produce initiatives

topic of the post-pandemic city as part of the Copenhagen

to collect, disseminate and build on the accumulated grounded

Architecture Festival, bringing in experts from the field

knowledge produced by multiple practitioners around the

of public health and urban studies to reflect on four main

world. We are aware that in order to think fast we need to reflect

topics: disasters and pandemics, health infrastructure,

(thinking slow and hard) so we can learn from past experiences.

urban density, and human rights and contested cities. Many
of such experts have also kindly contributed to this book.

3. The pandemic-resilient city is nothing new: As we have
learned, one of the main ‘roles’ of the COVID-19 pandemic
has been to expose multiple layers of historically constructed
socio-spatial inequalities, embedded in the way we construct

tutionalised and mainstreamed: a quick search on Google

and inhabit our cities. This is not only true for the cities in

yields multiple reports, seminars and lectures from multiple

the Global South but also, and sometimes even more so, for

United Nation agencies, international city networks, and

the urban centres of the Global North. In the same way that

schools of architecture, among others, revolving around

there are no such thing as ‘natural’ disasters (as climatolog-

this concept. Thus, the question about the contribution

ical and geological phenomena only produces damage when

and novelty of this publication becomes highly relevant.

they meet poorly planned cities and socio-economically

Despite of being far from definitive, we can provide four

vulnerable population) there is no reason for a human/

hints as a means of answering the above question:

non-human interaction to become a threat per se. In this
regard, this book´s objective to define the pandemic-resil-

1. Imagination: We think that this book proposes an act

ient city as a just city in its spatial, social, economic, and

of imagination embedded in the question How would be

intersectional dimensions seems critically relevant from

the post-pandemic city? As we believe that this question

our perspective, especially now that the promise of a global

should be answered as democratically and collectively as

immunity due to new vaccines opens up the possibility to

possible, a certain independence from large institutions

overcome the pandemic in the near future, without address-

and agencies provides the valuable possibility to include

ing the structural aspects leading to the current situation.
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By the time of writing this foreword, the notion of
pandemic resilient cities seems to have been largely insti-
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4. Taking interdisciplinarity seriously: One of the obvious
learnings from the past few months has been the need to
urgently tackle interdisciplinarity when working in the built
environment, something that this book strongly addresses. As
we will always need specialists, we envision the emergence
of new, hybrid kind of practitioners, creating bridges between
enclosed disciplines and knowledges. The most urgent of
such interdisciplinary bridges is probably the one between
the built environment disciplines (architecture, urban design,
and planning) and public health, but we also propose the
need to strengthen links with disaster risk sciences, environmental management, and biological and ecological studies.

PREFACE:
COPENHAGEN
ARCHITECTURE
FESTIVAL
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Josephine Michau
Copenhagen Architecture Festival

Finally, we deeply appreciate the invitation done by the
EAHR team to contribute to this book by summarising and

In May 2020 EAHR called us to ask whether we would be

reflecting on our findings from Think-Fast, both from our

interested in collaborating with them, WHO and Think Fast:

Global Talks and the pandemic resilient cities sessions. We

A Collective Urban response to COVID-19 on a series of talks

sincerely hope that our contribution will add up to the val-

asking people from various professional fields to reflect and

uable knowledge presented in this publication. Thank you.

discuss the issue of ’Pandemic Resilient Cities’.
As a collaborative partner for many years, for whom we
have a lot of respect and with whom we share many of
the same ideals and ideas about how to approach architecture, we said yes – of course. In October we said yes
again to co-host a seminar on the same subject during our
festival, co-ordinated by EAHR. And in February another

To talk about Pandemic Resilient Cities is not only
relevant today. It has a long history. Pandemics have
shaped our cities throughout history which we can learn
from when dealing with today’s pandemic challenges
and when moving into the future. It is important that
we continue to share our experiences, knowledge and
learnings with each other to collaboratively deal with the

INTRODUCTION

yes, when asked to contribute to this publication.
Pandemic Resilient Cities
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situation, also in the future. This is why this initiative

Context:

by EAHR is important and we are happy to contribute.
Copenhagen Architecture Festival (CAFx) is a platform for
The COVID-19 is the first pandemic in our lifetime
and we are all learning how to navigate it within each

research, discussion and dissemination of architectural and urban
challenges.

of our fields. As a tech generation working within the
field of cultural events, we have become pioneers of

This unfolds through a public program of film and debate

our time in how to deal with the pandemic situation.

screenings, exhibitions, guided tours, performances, seminars,

Our contribution to this publication will be focusing

workshops, publications on- and offline, etc. in the cities of

on what we, as a festival, have learned this past year

Copenhagen, Aarhus and Odense. The goal of the festival is to

and reflections about the future of cultural events.

challenge the field of architecture and promote critical thinking,
inspire, engage and increase public awareness of how architecture and urban planning shape our lives and the world – and
how our lives and the world affect the other way around.
The festival was established in 2014 and is the largest annual architecture event in Scandinavia.
See more: www.cafx.dk
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AND NOW... WHAT
HAVE WE LEARNED:
AN INTRODUCTION
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Nicolás Palacios
Emergency Architecture & Human Rights

In December 2019, reports of a mysterious disease outbreak
in Wuhan were overtaking the news. At that point, what
captured the screens was the novelty of a new SARS variant,
more than the understanding of it as a global threat. As the
weeks progressed, more information was being collected and
published, the now identified COVID-19 was steadily growing
and overtaking different geographies, thanks to the global
chains of production and accelerated commercial exchange.
As the virus moved towards the “western” world, the
threat was still considered a minor issue, and no early
measures were taken. Spaces of leisure, the playgrounds of
the global elites rapidly became -if not ground zero- early
events of super spreaders in Europe. Skiing centres and convention venues in areas heavily reliant on tourism, became
the melting pot for highly movable individuals who, without
knowing it, were carrying which would halt the global
economy and impact our everyday life in ways we have never
seen in the last decades.
Globally, cities became the ground of struggle, where decision makers had to react in face of the unknown; Do we need
a lockdown? How long should it be? What should be closed?

INTRODUCTION

With a background in Political Science and
Urban Studies from Universidad Católica de
Chile, and an MSc In Human Geography from
Lund University in Sweden, Nicolás Palacios has
focused his work on power struggles in urban
contexts and life in public spaces, approaching
research from an interdisciplinary perspective.

Pandemic Resilient Cities
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What is essential work? Are we delivering relief packages?

To think of pandemic resilient cities, is to think beyond

How do we reorganize public space? For over a year now (at

the built environment. Resilience must address previous

the time this volume was published), we have been wonder-

conditions, dismantle the social relations which create a

ing what we have learned or even if we have actually learned

state of vulnerability and address the previous inequalities

something. If there is something that cannot be understated,

which are expressed in a multiplicity of ways. Therefore,

it is that this crisis highlighted the overlapping inequalities

we have gathered scholars and practitioners from different

which have been taking places for several decades, particu-

sectors, nationalities, and experiences to bring a short, but

larly in urban settlements, where; spatial segregation, poor

comprehensive resource to give input to those interested and

infrastructure, lack of green areas and crowded living spaces,

willing to contribute towards a more than necessary change

have interacted with already existing economic, social and

in the way we create our cities of the not-so-distant future.
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political inequalities. All this has amplified the effects of the
pandemic in vulnerable neighbourhoods on a global scale.

Our first section will explore the social dimensions of
urban resilience, as well as the role of the built environment, starting with an historical perspective on the close

there seems to be an end to this pandemic -for those coun-

relationship of architecture and urban planning with

tries who can afford it-, we cannot help asking ourselves how

disease control, through a thorough account by the hand of

we can improve the spaces where we dwell? And how do we

Michele Di Marco.

fight the structural conditions which generate vulnerability?
This is of course not an easy question and not an easy task.

The interaction of urban design, architecture and urban

Strong political will is needed, but also the construction

planning, are built and respond to underlying social condi-

of even stronger communities, based on the principles of

tions, therefore we engage with the necessary discussion on

solidarity and mutual aid. On the other hand, Individualism

the need to consolidate egalitarian societies as a precondi-

has been -particularly, but not exclusively- one of the biggest

tion for urban resilience, as developed by Morten Kjærum.

enemies in our fight against the pandemic; absence of empathy and the instinct of economic-self-preservation, above the
communal good has overtaken the discourse of too many.

Nowadays the looming threat is the pandemic, nonetheless,
it is impossible not to aim at unraveling the linkages between
present in our cities, here a timely critique to the intersection

overlapping urban dimensions of the COVID-19 pandemic,

of injustices shaping our cities, is developed by Dr Vasna

as we believe that these complexities and vulnerabilities are

Ramasar, engaging with a broader discussions on gender,

the result of decades of: neoliberal governance, dismantling

climate change and solidarity.

of welfare, unequal exchanges, lack of investment in social,
educational and health programmes and the purposeful dis-

Last in this section, is the work of Emmanuel Raju and

integration of the social fabric, to be replaced with the man-

Benjamin Schmid, where they examine the interplay between

tras of the free market.

inequality, vulnerability and COVID-19, reminding us the

INTRODUCTION

hazards and the multiple dimensions of inequality that are
This volume seeks to address some of the multiple and
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Nicolás Palacios – Emergency Architecture & Human Rights

AND NOW... WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED: AN INTRODUCTION

Even though vaccination programmes are unrolling, and
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need of social security for all, while advocating for a greener

Urban life means sharing space with others, and through

and more sustainable approach to recovery in a post-pan-

different stages of our life, the spaces we share change; we

demic world.

go from the playground, to the schools, we pass through a
long period where our lives are (mostly) revolting around

Our second section will address a dimension which is

spaces of labour and the domestic, and in certain cases,

usually overlooked in grand discourses about structures and

our golden years are spent in facilities dedicated to care

macro-economic effects: everyday life. Urban everyday life

and catter for the elderly. Under COVID-19, the population

is filled with happenings, challenges, opportunities. Urban

over 65 has been a central part of the debate, as they face

life is a constant interaction of social, political and economic

a greater risk of getting to a critical condition. In this

dynamics, and when the pandemic struck, the cracks on the

volume, Dr Isabel Ortiz, explores through a global per-

surface of everyday life started to become (more) visible.

spective, the alarming conditions in which older persons
have, in a way, been left behind during the pandemic.

In this section, we wanted to bring together experts

Nicolás Palacios – Emergency Architecture & Human Rights
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voices, while addressing not just through an aca-

Lastly, but just as important, are the spaces of enter-

demic approach, but also to understand how the

tainment, culture and leisure, spaces that allow us to

pandemic, isolation, policies -or lack of them-,

find meaning and purpose, beyond the everyday race

impacted their work, but also their everyday lives.

for productivity. Our last contributor, Josephine Michau,
will explore the effects of COVID-19 and lockdowns on

Now we are more conscious than ever on the need to
maintain physical distance, while craving social proximity,

cultural events, such as the Copenhagen Architecture
Festival, where she is co-founder and director.

it becomes necessary to also advocate for the need of personal space, not just in our immediate surroundings, but

Finally, we would like to thank the contributors for bring-

to have enough space to develop a dignified life, to have a

ing in their voices, professional knowledge and personal

place in the city. In their contribution, Amani Alshaaban

experiences together, into a less traditional publication,

and Armando Caroca Fernandez, discuss the role of personal

which tries to respond, reflect and call to action for the

space in a post-pandemic urban imaginary.

future of our cities. We strongly believe that cities will
keep playing a central role in the future of our societies,

The same need for personal space is exemplified by the
now globally known “stay at home” guidelines, which
work on the assumption that everyone has a “home” to
stay in, while millions worldwide live on the streets. In his
contribution, Dr Marcus Knutagård, will guide us through
the Swedish case of homelessness under the pandemic,
highlighting the intersections and difficulties that the new
scenario brings into housing policy for the homeless.

therefore, we need to address the ravaging inequalities and
intersections which have been present for far too long.
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RIGHTS, VULNERABILITY UNDER
THE PANDEMIC

ARCHITECTURE &
HUMAN RIGHTS:
AN HISTORICAL
CONNECTION TOWARDS
AN EGALITARIAN FUTURE
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Michele Di Marco
Emergency Architecture & Human Rights

Introduction
Thinking about how architecture is related to human rights,
gives us the possibility of articulating some answers.
The point of view presented in this article defines architecture as an accumulated knowledge, a tool that everyone has
the right to use and therefore, if used properly, can be useful
to defend human rights.
In different parts of the world and in different historical
moments, architecture has been used as a tool for social
change. Regarding health, experience has shown us that in
cities, infectious diseases are a major problem, for example,
the bubonic plague persisted in Europe for more than three
hundred years, between the so-called Black Death of 1348 and
the last major outbreaks in the London of 1665 and Marseille in
1720. It is believed that a third of the western European population died between 1348 and 1350.

THE URBAN; HUMAN RIGHTS, VULNERABILITY UNDER THE PANDEMIC

Michele Di Marco is an Architect specialized
in disaster risk reduction with several years of
experience in the humanitarian and development
sector. From September 2019, Michele is the CEO
of EAHR, after being the Director of International
Operations for three years. Michele is teaching in
several universities on the topics of architecture,
human rights, emergency response and disaster
risk reduction. He is a World Health Organization
consultant and a true internationalist believing in the
power of networking and multidisciplinary approach.
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Urban mortality, as the result of infectious diseases, was a

During the 19th century, London was one of the most

constant since the first half of the 14th century in European

populated cities on the planet and, due to the lack of sewage

history: and it is estimated that 60% of the population of

system or a public waste collection service, the River Thames

Genoa died between 1656 and 1657; 50% of the inhabitants died

became the largest open drain in England. The crisis had

in Milan (in 1630); Padua (in 1405) and Lyon (between 1628 and

developed over the years, but in the summer of 1858 the high

1629); and the death rate reached 30% in Norwich (in 1579),

temperatures caused the accelerated decomposition of the

Venice (in 1630-1631) and Marseille (in 1720) (Slack, 1989).

waste that floated in the river. At this time, bad smells were

27

still believed to transmit disease. The Great Stink flooded the
entire central London area with pestilence and reached the

Infrastructure design for epidemic control

newly built House of Commons. Parliament was forced to close

When we are referring to the facts mentioned above, it is not

Benjamin Disraeli proposed a bill, which was debated and

the disease itself, but the system as a whole. Many authors

approved in 18 days, giving authority and resources to the

agree that the base of the pyramid of epidemiological studies

Metropolitan Board of Works to carry out the largest civil

is found in the discovery of the cause of the cholera epidemic

engineering work of the century: a system of interconnected

occurred in Soho during the autumn of 1854, one of the most

sewers to driving waste out of central London, which led to a

important areas of London, where around 500 died in only 10

vast improvement in public health (Halliday, 2001).

days. The disease was found to be caused by drinking contaminated water from the pump that supplied it, located on Broad

The problem was similar in the United States during the

Street, thanks to a series of interviews, the analysis of water

18th century. In Philadelphia, then the capital of the new

samples and the elaboration of a density map that illustrates

Republic, the inhabitants stored water in barrels, which

the spatial concentration of sick people.

favored the growth of dipteros that transmit multiple
diseases, in addition to the large number of seagulls and
open drains. In the humid and hot summer of 1793 there

20 feet underground, in a sewer pipe that ran near the water

was an outbreak of yellow fever that caused the death of

source. With this, it was possible to understand the trans-

around 5,000 people, approximately 10% of the population

mission mechanisms of the pathogen that causes the disease,

(David, 1992), where the highest mortality was concentrated

architectural modifications were made in this area of the

city

in the area near the banks of the Delaware river. During

and that is how the changes within the infrastructure depart-

those years, the possibility, and procedures to urbanize the

ment reduced the incidence and mortality from cholera caused

country were still under debate; the yellow fever epidemic

by pollution of the water coming from that pump (Ramsay,

in Philadelphia led to an investigation into whether the city

2006). Even though hygiene problems were a constant in

could be reinvented. In 1795 a Public Health Council was

European cities, there were crises that left important lessons

established, which promoted a series of innovations, such as

to the first health workers and promoted the transformation

the construction of new drainage, a vision never seen before

of the urban.

and that linked technological progress and citizenship.

Pandemic Resilient Cities

Opening the area near the well found that there were leaks,
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its assignments during that hot summer. Finance Minister
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Measures to deal with the spread of disease have a long

The right to housing and the right to live

29

14th century, beginning as a method to control the spread

Beginning with the Industrial Revolution, several utopians

of the Black Death in Europe. Between 1348 and 1350, an

and activists in the United States and the United Kingdom

uncontrollable pandemic caused the death of more than

warned and fought for the right to housing, the right to

50% of the population; The seriousness of the situation

work, the pursuit of health and well-being in urban life,

forced the authorities to take extreme measures to control

which was the basis for a series of urban movements in the

the transmission: for example, the Lord of Milan decreed

20th and 21st centuries.

the expulsion from the city of any infected person, and in
Mantua it was ordered that anyone traveling to areas with
high mortality could not return, under pain of death.

The Manchester progressive movement in the last two
decades of the 19th century laid the groundwork for the
construction of a new type of urban housing and environmental reform, for working- and middle-class people. The
growth of the cotton industry in English cities promoted
the expansion of working-class neighborhoods, where
families were crowded together under exceptionally difficult
conditions. The Ancoats area, in the city of Manchester,
was one of the first industrial suburbs in the world, made
up of small, terraced houses where workers from the fields
flocked in the hope of finding work in the factories.
In 1878, the workers political mobilization and the sanita-

The first permanent hospital to care for people affected by the

tion efforts to rebuild the working-class neighborhoods led

Black Plague – lazaretto – was located on the island of Santa María

them to participation in local elections and under the leader-

di Nazareth, which was part of the Republic of Venice, in 1423.

ship of Charles Rowley, who came from the unhealthiest area
of Ancoats,

a successful campaign to achieve better living

In general, the name “lazaret” is associated with

standards, healthy homes, and environments. The creation

Nazarethum or Lazarethum, due to the relationship it has

of an institution that would later be replicated on both sides

with the biblical name “Lazarus”; In 1467, Genoa adopted

of the Atlantic: social settlement house, the elimination of

the Venetian system of a lazaretto, and in 1467 in Marseille,

substandard housing, the design of the neighborhoods and

France, a hospital for people with leprosy was created. These

the construction of developments in the suburbs (Platt, 2007).

facilities played an important role in reducing contagion
during the Renaissance, since they allowed the separa-

In Copenhagen, the overdensification and poor condi-

tion between healthy and sick, through correct isolation,

tions of working-class housing, as a result of the explosive

to monitor and attack the disease (Tognotti, 2013).

growth of the population in the walled city, produced

THE URBAN; HUMAN RIGHTS, VULNERABILITY UNDER THE PANDEMIC

In 1377 in the port of Ragusa, today Dubrovnik,
it was decided to impose a thirty-day isolation
period – the Trentino – for all travelers arriving
at the port and their goods, which had to be fulfilled on three small uninhabited islands. Shortly
after, other cities adapted the Ragusa initiative
and extended the period from thirty to forty days,
which is why mandatory isolation was called quarantino (Gensini et al., 2004).
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tradition. This is how quarantine has been used since the

a cholera epidemic in 1853 (56.7% of those who were

processes tend to be like waves; in 2000 a new interest

infected, died) which influenced the need to dismantle

in social architecture bloomed, which can be observed in

the fortifications of Copenhagen. A delayed decision, as

international competitions such as the Venice Biennale,

for decades it was being considered an urgent need. As

held under the curatorship of Massimiliano Fuksas,

a result of the epidemic, a new meat market and safer

which focused on the ethical responses that can be pro-

water supply were built in 1857 and the Medical Society

posed from architecture to the problematic 21st century

completed the first stage of a housing project – Brumleby

urban, before aesthetics [10]. Just as relevant, is Alejandro

– considered the birth of social housing in Denmark.

Aravena’s obtaining of the Pritzker Architecture Prize in

31

2016, for his projects of social impact and public interest.
In the 1890s, the first Danish national legislation was
passed to provide cheap home loans, aimed at workers’ associations, albeit from an individual property perspective. Just

What will post-COVID-19 cities be like?

a novel vision of providing collective housing for workers

This year has caused a radical change in our lives, and it will

(Sverrild, 2014).

have a great impact on the future of our cities. About 90%
of COVID-19 cases have been reported in urban areas due to

The devastation, a product of World War II, led to a

population density, living conditions, and the way we interact

global movement for social rights. The United Nations

in cities. The impact of the pandemic has been superimposed

General Assembly, in its Resolution 217 A (III) of December

on problems of security, work, transportation, health services,

10, 1948, adopted the Universal Declaration of Human

and the most affected population is the one that lives in lower

Rights, which is the document that directs decision-mak-

spaces and income.

ing, public policies of the countries and the efforts of
As a result of the crisis, we observe that cities represent

all people have the right to an adequate standard of

obsolete systems that need to be renewed, because the urban

living that ensures them, as well as their family, health

population is the most affected by any type of catastrophe,

and well-being, food, clothing, housing, medical assis-

whether these are natural hazards, pandemics, or wars. Crisis

tance and the necessary social services (UN, 2015).

lead us to question the place where we work, spaces where we
live and the way we inhabit, density and extension of cities

Between 1920 and 1970, 34,000 houses were built rapidly
in Eastern Europe and many more in Western Europe, due to

and elements or parts that make up a city, such as parks,
public spaces, and streets.

the need to rebuild the continent. Between 1980 and 2000,
when the neoliberal politics promoted by Ronald Reagan

In recent months, publications, articles, and webinars

and Margaret Thatcher predominated, the need for social

that correlate COVID-19 and cities have seen the light of day,

housing became more acute and, at the same time, social

many of them sharing a similar question: will post-COVID-19

architecture entered its darkest period. Fortunately, these

cities be like?
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It seemed unthinkable that a virus, such as
SARS-CoV-2, could have such a large effect
on the urban structure and generate an even
greater deficit in health systems. However, this
pandemic gives us the possibility of correcting
these mistakes and, especially, favoring the
rights of the most vulnerable populations.
Before the pandemic, there was already the idea of creating

a city where people did not have to use more than 15 minutes
to get to any place. With the pandemic, the idea of a
 metropolis made up of self-sufficient and interconnected communities is timely, and the crisis is likely to be a catalyst for the
decentralization of cities at a global level.
The pandemic shows us the fragility of our planet
and made visible the need to have recreational spaces
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in our homes and streets. We believe that, in the years
to come, we will observe a change in architecture as it
happened almost a century ago, when hygienist perspectives influenced modern aesthetics; At this time, for fear
of contagion of diseases such as tuberculosis, the construction of open spaces was promoted, leading towards
a transformation of the social use of such spaces.
Finally, the COVID-19 pandemic shows that urban
inequity, in addition to being a structural problem, is
what defines our time. For this reason, it is important to
reflect on the post-COVID city; Although it may become
similar to what we know today, we must emphasize the
need for a fairer city, and build the future recognizing
people’s rights as a central element in this process.
A city is an ideological, social, and intrinsically
political product.

A city is built collectively and not through a discussion between communities, technicians, and politicians. It is time to rethink answers and questions.
Together we can create a healthier city. A work of
giants that a single organization cannot solve.
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The World Economic Forum’s Global Risks Report 2021
(World Economic Forum, 2021) ranks pandemic risk
highest in terms of impact, above climate action failure
and weapons of mass destruction, and fourth in terms of
likelihood. This has been demonstrated by the COVID-19
crisis which is global, profound and existential, having
a severe impact on hundreds of millions of people. It has
brought about new human rights challenges and made very
visible — and deepened — already existing violations. It
is grave and at the same time it may constitute a window
of opportunity allowing for a serious confrontation of
some of the key human rights concerns. Following the
massive exposure of injustice, the realities of inequality and human rights deprivation, including the risk of
destabilization of societies on a large scale, people may
be able to imagine a more equal world and to conceive
of the wider societal benefits of creating such a world.
In this article I will explore the key elements of the human
rights agenda in the post COVID-19 era and draw some
conclusions charting the way forward for local communities.
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Key human rights concerns

The crisis has further exposed pre-existing intra-societal
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inequalities to the extent that they should be difficult to
According to the Freedom in the World Index, 2019 was the

ignore. Local outbreaks of COVID-19 in specific industries such

fourteenth consecutive year that experienced a global decline

as in the meat industry in Germany and the agriculture sector

in freedom (Repucci, n.d.). This trend has continued and even

in Spain have revealed the extremely harsh and exploitative

accelerated in some countries during the COVID-19 crisis.

living conditions of migrant workers in these sectors in Europe

Governments across continents have to varying degrees side-

and elsewhere. Poor living conditions pose not only a serious

stepped democratic procedures and ruled by decrees, through

threat to the life and health of workers but also entail a health

speeches and administrative circulars or by merely tweeting

threat for the entire surrounding community.

applied or adopted emergency legislation, which lacks basic
rule of law and human rights safeguards and taken measures
going beyond what domestic legislation and international
human rights law permit.
These illiberal and authoritarian trends coincide with
what seems to become the deepest recession since World
War II, more than twice as deep as the recession following
the financial crisis. Consequently, between 70-100 mil-

The disproportional number of migrants,
ethnic and racial minorities among those who
have been exposed to COVID-19 illustrates
not only the exploitative working conditions,
but also how members of these groups often
occupy the most exposed frontline work,
working in care homes and hospitals, retail
and other places with a persistent exposure
to other people (Drefahl et al., 2020).

lion people will be pushed into extreme poverty erasing
It also bears witness to the poor housing conditions of many

years in reducing extreme poverty. In this scenario, global

migrants and racial minorities, who may share minimal living

and local inequality stand out with immense clarity.

space with more people. Very few COVID-19 response plans
relate to these groups and to the contrary many governments

In some countries, social security schemes provide a

and local authorities have de-prioritized these groups in terms

safety net for those at risk of unemployment, but in the

of ensuring proper information, offering testing, or ensuring

least developed countries hundreds of millions of people

accessibility to other health provisions despite their precarious

have been thrown into situations of extreme precarious-

situation. Recognizing the considerable burden these groups

ness (International Labour Organization, 2020). Social

have carried in order to assist others throughout the crisis has

protection is a human right according to the International

made structural racism visible to more people and raised its

Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; none-

profile on the local and global agenda.

theless, 55 percent of the global population is completely
unprotected (International Labour Organization, 2017).

Inequality does not exclusively manifest along the lines

Thus, the global inequality that was already serious prior

of ethnicity, race or migration status, but it also has a clear

to the COVID-19 crisis has been severely deepened.

gender dimension. Women are overrepresented in frontline
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most of the progress that has been made the past five
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new orders for how citizens should act. Some countries have
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positions and during the crisis women often had to support

The COVID-19 crisis has highlighted where the current

families through increased unpaid labor. At the same time,

social contract has failed and where it is being eroded. The

women faced a higher risk of violence during confinement.

current social contract builds to a large extent on the tra-

Men, on the other hand, are disproportionately represented in

ditional structures of the labor market as it was developed

COVID-19 related deaths when they are single, low-educated

in the second half of the nineteenth century. The globalized

and make minimum or no income. Finally, persons who have

economy, including global supply chains, automation,

been detained, imprisoned, or live in care homes for older

artificial intelligence, the gig economy and the demise of

people or persons with disabilities, have faced extremely

labor organizations, have eroded traditional structures and

hazardous situations. Indeed, many thousands have died due

contractual relations which historically contributed to a

to lack of professional care, resources, structural deficiencies

sense of equality, security and trust in many societies.
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The combined challenges caused by the COVID-19 crisis — of
declining respect for basic rule of law principles, deepening
of economic inequality and intense exposure of structural
discrimination in relation to gender, ethnicity, race, age and
disability — calls for a serious global conversation about the
strengthening of all human rights in the years to come and to

The COVID-19 crisis has made the erosion clear
with millions of people losing their income now
working in the precariat; losing their jobs in the
garment sector or other industries in the global
south due to supply chain disruption; and experiencing deep inequalities along ethnic and gender
lines as witnessed in the care and health industry.

how all governance structures – all duty bearers – can contribute to build back better or rather build forward better. In

States have failed; social partners have not delivered or do not
care sufficiently about equality issues; and market forces have
shown their incapacity to be entrusted with creating a system

New Social Contract

based on solidarity and equality. The crisis has illustrated how
vast numbers of people in reality have been at the fringes of

An increased focus in the post COVID-19 crisis period on

the existing social contract.

economic inequality as well as status inequality (gender, race,
ethnicity etc.) entails a renewed and more central positioning

The new social contract has to address status and economic

of economic and social rights in combination with the UN

inequality simultaneously. However, it should also include

Sustainable Development Goals. This was the core message

elements to address what has been labelled the inequality

when the UN Secretary General made his call for a New Social

of attention or poverty of satisfaction (Kennedy, 1968). This

Contract and New Global Deal (Guterres, 2020). Local commu-

encompasses the feeling of not belonging or being listened to,

nities will be at the center of the build-forward-better agenda,

either because the person was not given the skills needed to

since people live their life locally and have their social and

succeed in the modern world or the person’s skills were not

economic rights fulfilled close to home.

utilized. Feeling unheard and invisible is an important driver
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particular local governance structures.

Where is the global or local responsibility for these people?
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or simply due to neglect of their situation.

for the success of the populist movements in the global north

risks some states in collaboration with local authorities have

(Müller, 2016). People at the extreme right as well as other

prepared specific plans for each marginalized group. They

extremist groups build their understanding of their place in

address the specific vulnerabilities for each group in a com-

society around the feeling of being excluded or a feeling of

prehensive manner meeting the diverse needs that people

poverty of satisfaction (German, 2007). In the global south the

may have in the context of the pandemic. For instance, the

same sense of not belonging has in some studies been seen as a

measures adopted range from the mental health approaches

driver behind migration flows because people leave, not exclu-

to the attention on health and food services; strengthening

sively due to lack of work, but rather because they lack agency

the capacities of community-based networks and services

to impact society and their own lives due to discrimination,

to carry out socio-sanitary interventions that offer effective

gender inequality or corruption (United Nations Development

support; and diversified communication that ensures that

Programme, 2019). These weaknesses in governance systems

all people fully comprehend the measures they need to take.

limit people’s potential and make decisions of authorities

A human rights-based pandemic preparedness and response

non-transparent with little or no accountability. The feeling of

framework would not only promote measures to help ensure

no future and no way to impact the situation is an important

that no one is left behind, it would also address the need for

driver for anger and for others the desire to leave.

measures to avoid active discrimination.
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Although the right to adequate housing has in the context

Local communities

of the pandemic arisen to be the first line of defense against
taken measures to ensure the continuity of housing. If

possibility to engage actively in addressing all three levels

people are prevented from working or otherwise earning

of inequality (economic, status and attention) and thereby

money, covering the cost of housing can become impossible.

building stronger resilience in the community. Throughout the

This neglect increases the risk of eviction and brings people

pandemic local authorities in many countries have stepped up

in a very vulnerable situation in a time of health crisis.

their engagement with, and protection of the citizens applying
a human rights-based approach. The human rights-based
approach provides a very strong analytical tool to identify those
who are most marginalized or left behind. Detecting those
groups that are or will be left behind. Further, it provides a tool
for local authorities, staff at hospitals, care homes, education
system, prisons and elsewhere to take action and find solutions.
Local authorities have struggled to fulfil, for instance, the
rights to food and housing for the most marginalized and disempowered persons in the local community. To mitigate these

Consequently, a human rights-based approach
for local authorities and governments
must contain measures to fulfil the right
to housing including deferral of mortgage
and rent payments during a national
lockdown, protection from eviction and
foreclosure, expansion of the shelters for
battered women, street children and other
homeless etc. Traditional market forces
have to be modified in these cases.
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both the virus and other hazards, only few countries have
Local communities being close to the citizens have the
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As part of the new social contract and the resilient city,
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Cities have long been places of hope and opportunity, a
chance for a new start and an opportunity to reinvent ourselves. At the same time, cities have had the hard edge of
make-or-break, survival of the fittest and anonymity turned
to loneliness and abandonment. In addition, cities are the
sites with the largest environmental impact; drawing
resources from the rural and peri-urban areas for production and social reproduction.
The ecological footprints of the world’s cities are
enormous. London for example has been calculated to
have an ecological footprint 125 times its geographical footprint (Rees and Wackernagle, 2008). With the
world’s populations concentrated in cities around the
world, urban settings are the settlements of choice for
most. This creates a complex configuration of challenges as we strive for sustainable and resilient cities.
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In striving for sustainable and resilient cities, we

poor and communities of colour are more likely to be settled

are currently facing two large challenges. The first

in unsafe environments with the greatest exposure to envi-

is to understand and address the deep-seated social

ronmentally hazardous sites (Bullard, 1993). In more recent

and environmental inequalities of the city and the

times, we see similar patterns with climate impacts. From

second is to rapidly adapt and address the COVID-

flooding in coastal cities in Bangladesh to the racialized

19 pandemic and its far-reaching consequences.

character of Hurricane Katrina impacts in New Orleans – we

49

race; gender; class, disability, amongst others intersect with

mutually reinforcing and cannot be addressed in isolation of

climate. In cities in Scandinavia where climate impacts may

each other. Crisis is a multidimensional phenomenon and the

be less severe, the experience of hotter summers; and flood-

impacts of social inequality; climate change and the pandemic

ing events are different based on whether you can afford to

are mutually reinforcing on urban dwellers. Perhaps what

retreat to your summer house; have the resources to recover

should be most concerning is the way that there is a layered

lost property or choose the luxury of driving rather than

impact of climate injustices on top of social inequalities

being dependent on public transport.

and these further exacerbated by the uneven distribution of
pandemic impacts on individuals and households. So it is not

The COVID-19 pandemic has simply exacerbated these in-

just that all urban dwellers are facing the phenomena in the

equalities by shaping who and how we access and use

same way, but that the most vulnerable are the worst affected

the city. Similar to the situation with climate change,

by each successive element.

those who do not have the option of working from home;
those who must use public transport and those who,

As a starting point, we must acknowledge that social in-

for economic or social reasons, live in dwellings with

equality is a feature of cities around the world. We know

many other people are more exposed to infection and

that class, race, gender and ethnicity dictate access and

cannot protect themselves, regardless of the amount

opportunity in the city and who has the right to the

of knowledge they might have about disease spread.

city as critical scholars such as Henri Lefebvre (1996)
and David Harvey (2010) have illustrated. In many ways,
social inequalities define a city and social inequalities
keep a city functioning as we see in the mass labour
migration to cities such as Dubai and Riyadh where
poorly paid immigrants allow the construction sector to
operate with high profit margins and tight deadlines.
Similarly, environmental inequalities are built into the
landscape of cities. Environmental justice movements and
scholars have mapped how cities are planned in a way that

We also see the gendered dimension of the
pandemic through the disproportionate
burden of care work on women as well as
less opportunity to migrate in search of safe
economic opportunities. And we should not
forget that the normalization of working
from home during the pandemic also hides
the higher cost often placed on women and
single parents as well as increasing our carbon
emissions from lives lived mostly online.
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know that climate impacts are unevenly distributed so that
As this book situates the issues, these two challenges are
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How do we address this cocktail of inequalities in a fair

In Portugal, examples of people operating in solidarity with

and just manner? How do we ensure that the solutions to one

each other can be found through social centres such as Disgraca

dimension of the crisis do not exacerbate another dimension?

and Regueirão dos Anjos69 where community building happens

These are the challenges that face city planning in the past,

through a social kitchen amongst other activities (Esteves,

present and into the future.

2020). In Budapest; Cargonomia has developed as an urban food

51

to deliver locally-grown food across the entire city. And in the
US; Cooperative is building a solidarity economy in Jackson,

a single-issue approach. A focus on climate solutions at all

Mississippi, anchored by a network of cooperatives and work-

costs can sometimes lead to the promotion of initiatives that

er-owned, democratically self-managed enterprises. Many such

are good for some but excluding for others. For example, the

examples of pandemic solidarity exist and are being woven

placing of wind farms on indigenous territories in Sapmi or

together (“Global Tapestry of Alternatives”, n.d.). These may be

development of big dams in Brazil are carried out in the name

on a local scale but they suggest that concrete utopias can be

of an energy transition. Additionally, a number of solutions

developed and have the value of creating resilient communities.

framed within an ecological modernization approach have led
to a transfer of resources and responsibilities to the private

What we can take away is that solutions oriented to the

sector in search of technology solutions such as geo-engi-

market and built on structures that foster inequality can-

neering (Buck, 2012). In the same way, we are dependent on

not be sustainable into the future. Instead, we need to re-

private research to develop and produce vaccines against

orientate ourselves to develop cities that are centered on

COVID-19. The repercussions of this is that everything comes

the human and nature.

at a cost and it is a cost that not all can afford to carry.
Winnie Byanyima, executive director of UNAids and a UN

Some principles that are essential to tackle the multiple

undersecretary general has spoken of the vaccine apartheid

dimensions of social inequality; climate change and the

and this is certainly something we are seeing when a country

COVID-19 pandemic are:

like Canada for example has enough vaccines to vaccinate its
population five times over (Amnesty International, 2020).

• Focus on the most vulnerable
• Make cities inclusive

Looking beyond the formal state-led initiatives, we
are seeing hope and courage in how ordinary people
are choosing to operate in alternative ways that
are both just and sustainable. In the face of climate
change and the pandemic, there have been a growing number of practices of sharing; commoning
and living more collectively. A sense of community has been re-awakened in the face of crisis.

• Allow people to participate in planning cities that work for a
good quality of life
• Build for communities rather than individuals – more
co-housing, more sustainable, more infrastructure to support
sharing resources
• Protect green spaces and make them accessible for everyone
• Channel resources to local community-led initiatives that
foster social and ecological relations
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What we have seen in the way that climate change has been
dealt with, that unfortunately, policy makers tend to take
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None of these principles are innovative – they are simple and
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Introduction
Over 55% of the world’s population currently reside in urban
areas as of 2018 and that share is projected to rise to 68% by
2050 (United Nations Publications, 2019). Further, reports
indicate that 30-50% of the urban population in the Global
South live in informal settlements (Satterthwaite et al.,
2018). Cities, seen as engines of economic growth and development also have alternative urban realities of many large
population groups and communities who are not part of the
so-called development story. These groups of people are very
often the ultra-vulnerable and are often the worst affected
during various disasters such as the COVID-19 pandemic.
Globally, a number of initiatives such as The Sustainable
Development Goals and the New Urban Agenda have put
cities on the top of priority development areas. Beyond their
focus on the importance of cities for sustainable development, their renewed recognition of the role of inequalities
and generations of injustice in cities and its cascading threat
to the achievement of the other 16 development goals is even
more critical. The COVID-19 pandemic, as one of the biggest
societal disruptions of modern times, has foremost played
out in cities across the world. Beyond the emerging narrative
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of COVID-19 accelerating the existing global inequalities, its

Vulnerability is manifested in different ways. One dimen-

impact on exposing inequalities must not be forgotten (Raju

sion is the lack of access to resources that ‘invisible’ and

and Ayeb-Karlsson, 2020).

ultravulnerable groups and communities are faced with,
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ranging from basic water and sanitation infrastructure, to

Vulnerability in general is at the core of why different groups of people are impacted differently
during disasters and global health emergencies.

social protection mechanisms, to economic opportunities and
health care infrastructures. In the absence or difficult access
to many of these resources, communities depict incredible
innovation and resilience with existing inherent capacities as

The COVID-19 pandemic has established this fundamental

shown in previous research.

knowledge with a new force that may accelerate another
self-help groups to fill the gaps in the government response

development. This chapter is only an attempt to remind gov-

or women’s collectives organised information distribution

ernments and other actors that it is high time to move beyond

in Mumbai during COVID-19 (Klugman and Moore, 2020).

a reactive response-oriented nature be it the climate crisis

However, these capacities (during disasters and during

or any other disasters and pandemics and address issues of

‘normal’ times) may not be sufficient and there is a need for

systemic risk and structures of vulnerability.

external intervention as well (Rolsted and Raju, 2020). These
community and individual capacities should not distract from
the systemic inequality and root causes which manifest in

Urbanization and Vulnerability
Urban areas continue to attract many people who migrate

various ways during disasters.
A second dimension of vulnerability is systemic inequal-

for work and in search of prosperity (a better life). While for

ity and its detrimental effects on the health and wellbeing

many, this promise may be kept, an arguably even larger

of communities. The role of social determinants on the

proportion of people are left behind and experience a very

health of populations has been under investigation for a

different urban narrative. Many people sharing this fate are

long time now. The understanding, and evidence, highlights

absorbed in rapidly growing informal settlements, experienced

that beyond healthy environments and care (e.g. healthy

by around a billion people in one form or another in 2018

food options or access to care) there are root causes that

(United Nations Statistics Division, 2019). These settlements

influence good health such as income and livelihoods,

are the face of urban inequality capturing the narratives of

social protection mechanisms, education, housing and

unplanned urbanisation and social exclusion which are critical

working conditions (Marmot and Allen, 2014). The role of

aspects of vulnerability to disasters. Informal settlements

these root causes is ubiquitous, such as the World Health

may not only cut off people from the urban promise but

Organization (WHO) noting that people with lower educa-

also cause increased health and economic risks compared

tion report “poor health” 100% more often than those with

to their previous livelihoods (Schmid and Raju, 2020).

tertiary education (World Health Organization, 2021b).
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known relationship: disasters often provide the opportunity
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The pathways from lower education, or other socio-

et al., 2004). Disasters occur only through the presence of such

economic factors, to poor health are complex but may in

social vulnerability in combination with risk, exposure and

many settings be more important than the biological predis-

hazards. While there arguably is inherent value in getting the

position (World Health Organization, 2021b). In cities, these

semantics of “natural disasters’’ right, the implications of

socioeconomic dimensions of health may play out through

this misnomer are becoming ever more apparent.

59

a mix of greater exposure (e.g. infrastructure resilience,
that during major disruptions and most importantly during

Poor health for many urban communities is fundamentally

“normal” times, and when preparing for such events, a focus

a result of structural factors (root causes) mentioned above.

on the existing vulnerabilities is critical. Unfortunately,

The mere complexity of pathways towards poor health,

very often the focus is only on the hazards. Further, it

including education, housing or work, or uncertainties

must be noted that very often many hazards are affecting a

around the cost-effectiveness of interventions may often

community, region, place at the same time. Risk is systemic

diffuse the accountability of those in positions of power.

and interconnected and is very evident during the COVID-19

During “normal” times these inequalities are very often not

pandemic (Raju and van Niekerk, 2020). While the hazard’s

addressed, while in the face of major disruptions, such as

specifics and details are playing a critical role in specific

the current pandemic, these gaps manifest in different ways

responses, it must be noted that we notice many times, dis-

and are often exacerbated. During the pandemic, increas-

asters affecting the same communities disproportionately due

ing reports have shown this phenomenon of worsening

to existing vulnerabilities while they are still recovering from

situations of poverty, gender disparity, and other social

previous disasters. Existing systems have failed to address

determinants (Bambra et al., 2020; Qian and Fan, 2020).

the root causes of why disasters occur by their prevailing
response-focused and technocratic disaster management. The
focus needs to move dramatically from disaster management

Natural Hazards and Vulnerability

(i.e. response) to ‘disaster risk management’. This failure
continues to be observed in the persisting and widespread

The representation of disasters in the media and the public is

use of the “natural disaster” language that minimises or

largely portrayed and perceived as a natural phenomenon that

neglects the active role of human systems in disasters. The

is causing devastation for humans (and/or animals; envi-

looming threat of climate change in many forms such as

ronment). This view persists, despite social science disaster

extreme weather events has started to force the realisation

research repeatedly and strongly calling out its core fallacy

that anthropogenic activities are accelerating the intensity

of ignoring the social and political realities that underlie

of these events (Pachauri et al., 2014). Similarly, COVID-19

any disaster. A disaster is never natural. There are natural

has brought attention to the fact that it is these existing

hazards (e.g. a virus, drought, tsunami) that interact with

systemic risks and vulnerabilities which have created

structural vulnerabilities that have been created by human

massive disproportionate impacts among different groups

society which are seen in various forms of inequality (Wisner

of people worldwide in our cities (Lambert et al., 2020).
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types of workplaces) and fewer adaptation capacities (e.g.
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COVID-19

noncommunicable diseases (NCDs)) and access and affordabil-
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ity of quality care. It might be extremely useful to study these
The COVID-19 pandemic has made hard discussions around

impacts using an intersectionality lens (for example- aspects

structural inequalities unavoidable, with dilemmas around

of gender) (see Raju, 2019). All of these factors are themselves

health promotion messages, health versus livelihoods, indi-

influenced by underlying social determinants of health

vidual rights vs. community wellbeing or access to vaccines

(Burström and Tao, 2020).

at its forefront, both across and within countries. Dr Mike
Ryan, Executive Director of the WHO Health Emergencies

NCDs and their shared risk factors (e.g. smoking, misuse of

Programme, powerfully stated acknowledging the role of social

alcohol, overweight) are an interesting case in point. NCDs

inequalities as a “very uncomfortable truth” (Hilliard, 2020).

themselves are highly unequal with 85% of global premature

impacts worldwide. Current urbanization and unsustainable

disadvantaged groups have higher rates of NCD risk factors

practices contribute to cities being at the centre of COVID-19

(Marmot and Bell, 2019). The relationship is reciprocal with

transmissions globally, with the United Nations estimating

NCDs forcing 19-50 million people of the poorest billion each

that 90% of all infections have occurred in urban spaces

year to spend catastrophic out-of-pocket expenditures for

(Guterres, 2020). Emerging data also continues to highlight the

healthcare (Bukhman et al., 2020).

depths of the differing impacts of COVID-19 across different
communities globally. Most powerfully, this phenomenon has

The patterns of exposure to the virus have also been a

been captured with the term “double COVID” by the WHO,

manifestation of inequalities during the COVID-19 pandemic.

referring to the observed doubling of mortality and incidence

We witnessed many groups of people finding it difficult or

rates in the poorest areas compared to wealthier areas (World

impossible to adhere to the core health promotion messages

Health Organization, 2021b). Data from across the globe mir-

of social (physical) distancing, hand washing, and avoiding

rors this trend, often with a much higher (three to fourfold)

public spaces when unwell, simply because of their living or

mortality or incidence rate. Some examples of disproportionate

employment conditions or the lack of access to the most basic

impacts include- differences in impacts based on race and

services (Raju and Ayeb-Karlsson, 2020; Wilkinson, 2020). For

ethnicity for example in Chicago (Kim and Bostwick, 2020)

example, rough estimates have shown that 20% of the urban

as well as socio-economic fault lines in the capital of Sweden

population of Mumbai or 53% of Kinshasa may be unable

(Burström and Tao, 2020) or San Jose (Klugman and Moore,

to adequately socially distance (Klugman and Moore, 2020).

2020). These differences may better be understood through the

Many people caught at these intersections, such as people

lens of social determinants of health.

across many informal urban settlements (slums, favelas
etc.) are faced with challenges to protect themselves (How to

Worse COVID-19 health outcomes are affected by the inter-

frequently wash your hands without running water?) and with

play of multiple factors, including the greater exposure to the

dilemmas of choosing between health and income/daily wages

virus, the prevalence of pre-existing health conditions (e.g.

(Raju and Ayeb-Karlsson, 2020).
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deaths occurring in low- and middle-income countries (World
The COVID-19 pandemic has also resulted in disastrous

financial insecurity and educational disruptions. In a study

of COVID-19 has been seen across many communities globally.

from China, families with pre-exisiting social vulnerability

As suggested by other factors leading to complex disasters

factors lost their income source at twice the rate of high-

or emergencies (e.g. climate change), some of the unknown

er-income families (Qian and Fan, 2020). In India, the sus-

severe impacts on the wellbeing of communities may also

pension of the Mid-day Meal Program, catering nutritional

be indirect and long-term (Schmid and Raju, 2020). Much of

meals to around 144 million children, and the predominant

these effects on communities’ health will be caused through

focus on online learning meant that pupils in government

the mediator of social determinants of health, with inequality

schools and those without access to electricity or digital net-

at its heart. Inequality penetrates direct and indirect health

works/online-learning resources were affected more strongly

impacts (Cénat et al., 2020), accelerates economic stress (Qian

(Alvi and Gupta, 2020). Across these examples, the story

and Fan, 2020), creates a double-burden of COVID-19 and

remains the same, the pandemic is not natural but human-

disasters (Simonovic, Kundzewicz and Wright, 2021), ignites

made structures of inequality (social, economic, political)

social tensions (Sharifi and Khavarian-Garmsir, 2020) and

determine its outcomes. Disaster studies and research has

worsens economic and housing security (Burström and Tao,

shown the value of social protection systems and these must

2020; Klugman and Moore, 2020). For example, just after

be in place before disasters occur. These social protection

the one-year mark of COVID-19 first being reported, over

measures (in the forms of insurances, cash transfers etc.) can

70 countries have experienced floods during local COVID-19

help in reducing the impacts of the disaster (Bastagli, 2014).
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outbreaks, a forceful reminder of the multi-hazard nature of
disasters (Simonovic, Kundzewicz and Wright, 2021).

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought the many dilemmas
of the most vulnerable people to the forefront of the public’s

Social inequality remains the common denominator for multiple hazards becoming disasters
occurring layered on top of each other, among
the same groups of people and communities.

and media’s attention. The shared experience and undivided
global attention on COVID-19 may have paved the way for the
realisation that the experiences and impacts of COVID-19 are
generally different across different groups. However, it is far
too early to tell if this realization will lead to any systematic

Much of the current focus remains on the immediate

change in society. The potential risks of individualising these

impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. While this is necessary,

systemic factors of health behaviours continue to be depicted

we must not forget that recovery is a long process and an

by the global NCD epidemic, where the initial focus on indi-

opportunity to address existing vulnerabilities. The long term

vidual-level intervention has done little to flatten the NCD

impacts of disruptions on health through social determinants

epidemic curve (Marmot and Bell 2019). However, much of

are generally less understood (Nomura et al., 2016). There are

this responsibility and attention will be on local governments

however strong arguments that the economic consequences

across urban centres, putting them onto a key trial of how

of COVID-19 may trigger even greater health inequalities in

they manage, plan and live in a future affected by climate

the long-term (Bambra et al., 2020). These future impacts

change, and in the context of new and emerging infec-

are indicated in emerging data on the differential impacts of

tious diseases (Acuto, 2020). Disasters are known to create
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momentum for change and COVID-19 with its unprecedented
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By the time of writing this essay, the world is entering
its second year in quarantine. Yet, despite knowing that
the only way to overcome this crisis is by protecting each
other, global inequality and exclusion are on the rise,
as exemplified in the extremely unequal distribution of
vaccines among rich and poor countries (WHO, 2021).

The pandemic has challenged the balance between
individuality and collective social responsibility,
opening multiple reflections on the current and
future spatial, social, and economic dynamics
informing the production of cities worldwide.
In this article, we would like to briefly reflect on the
notion of ‘personal space’. Debates around affordability of
self-isolation or access to public space – linked to specific
epidemiological requirements to reduce the spread of COVID19 – have opened the opportunity to acknowledge the right
to personal space in post-pandemic cities, and to explore
the ways such acknowledgment might shift planning paradigms in a rapidly urbanized, neoliberal world. We would
like to contribute to such debates by referring to the broad
range of human needs (biological, psychological, legal, and
socio-economical) so as to better understand the urgency
and relevance to address the right to personal space.

EVERYDAY URBAN LIFE UNDER THE PANDEMIC

Amani Alshaaban is a Jordanian Architect and
participatory urban development practitioner holding
an MSc Urban Design in Development at the UCL.
she is the former secretary-General of Architecture
Sans Frontiers International and the Co-Founder
of Think-Fast platform. She is currently working as
an integrated development advisor in Jordan. Her
research interest lies in emerging spaces and conflict
dynamics in the Middle East.

Pandemic Resilient Cities

70

Respect and consideration for personal space is largely

the public (Hall, 1963; Hoppál, 1987) On the other hand,

deemed as a learned custom or common courtesy, passed

‘Territoriality’ explains the particular actions taken by

down through generations, and differing from one con-

individuals to enforce spatial occupancy, describing the

text to another across cultures, ethnicities, and gender

socio-political attempt of the body to affect and influence

(Hall, 1963; Reid and Novak, 1975; Hecht et al., 2019). In

space at different geographic scales (Mather, 1971; Hoppál,

legal terms, personal space is not granted per se, yet it

1987; Sack, 2017). In cities, ‘spatial dynamics’ are defined

is implicitly addressed in cases of violation and harass-

by dwelling practices, including the multiple economic,

ment, following the human right for privacy (Article No

social, political, and cultural activities of individuals across

12 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1949).

geographical scales (Sadri and Sadri, 2012). However, due

In the built environment, the notion of right to space is

to the unequal access to socio-economic and cultural

unlikely to be explicitly addressed, being replaced by a

activities in cities, spatial dynamics in modern cities might

technocratic approach through local or national building

be used as an indicator to understand possible human

codes and regulations, recommendations on minimum

rights violation, exclusion, and limitation of individual’s

housing standards and square meters of green areas per

autonomy to influence the city freely and rightfully (Ibid).
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inhabitant, or urban density figures (Mather G, 1971; Hecht
et al., 2019). Only the ‘right to adequate housing’ – also

Cities’ socio-economic features are largely defined by a

part of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and

complex system of interactions, restrictions, and decisions

the International Covenant on Economic, Social and

taken by institutions and individuals, as well as by inter-

Cultural Rights – approaches the idea of universal access

dependencies between cities and their surrounding eco-

to space, but only at the domestic scale (WHO, 2018).

system. Understanding the dynamics of cities requires a

However, there are several theoretical and practical

different domains (Albeverio et al., 2008). Within those

disciplines addressing other dimensions of personal space,

domains, economic activities have historically been a

such as the study of Proxemics and Territoriality. Both

major guiding factor for shaping and influencing spatial

aim at exploring the psychologically defined ‘personal

dynamics in cities (Ibid), and this has also been true for

bubble’ from which a better grasp of architectural and

the COVID-19 pandemic, with some of the major hotspots of

urban space can be obtained. In these disciplines, per-

contagion located around or within high-intensity economic

sonal space is commonly theorized as a ‘buffer zone’ that

centres. We argue that market-led urbanization and the

serves as a protection against perceived threats to one’s

search for maximum profitability of urban land – leading

emotional wellbeing (Dosey and Meisels, 1969; Mather

to high population densities – is overruling any other

G, 1971; Reid and Novak, 1975; Hecht et al., 2019). In the

consideration for individual spatial needs, restricting the

case of Proxemics – which focuses on understanding

individual’s ability to influence space – at best – to the

the way people unconsciously structures personal space

intimate or private domain. In other words, the individual

– movement and behaviour is looked at across four spa-

agency to influence spatial dynamics has been co-opted

tial domains: the intimate, the personal, the social, and

by neoliberal rationalities of efficiency and affordability.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has drastically
affected cities’ spatial dynamics to the
extent that individual space is not defined
in economic but in epidemiological terms,
deeming spatial distancing a matter
of life and death based on interactions
between human and non-human agents
(viruses) instead of economic agents.
Psychological wellbeing and customary use and respect

process of normalisation of temporary exclusionary regimes,
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where access to safe distancing is only possible through
economic means and relative socio-economic status.

The risk we perceive is that temporary
exclusionary use of space reinforces the
notion of ‘space as a commodity’ by producing an artificial resource scarcity.
If taken as a template for future city development, these

for each other’s individual space has been temporarily

exclusionary regimes are deemed to leave many behind,

suspended due to the pandemic’s restrictions, thus induc-

jeopardising the production of more human spaces at the

ing a shift in personal distance from an average of 59 to

intimate, personal, social, and public scales. This is why the

79 cm (Reid and Novak, 1975; Hall, 1963) to 1.5 to 2 meters.

debate on the right to personal space becomes urgent and

We are now more cautious about how close we are to each

relevant; ‘Who has the right to self-protection and comfort

other, and further aware of our preferred personal bubble

and who does not?’ arises as a fundamental question for the

to protect ourselves and others around us.

future of cities, one that should not be answered only based

Furthermore, the pandemic caused a worldwide state of

is to be addressed by the multiple disciplines working on the

emergency, leading authorities to take extreme measures

built environment. Based on that, we propose to revisit some

of closure, lockdown, and restriction, limiting human

of the work done in previous decades by disciplines such as

movement to private or domestic realms. We witnessed

Proxemics and Territoriality, and to expand it based on recent,

a radical transformation in the way public space and

more accurate epidemiological requirements and ecological

facilities are used: a reduction of maximum occupancy

understandings.

was imposed, thus limiting their operational capacity
to half or less of their originally intended use. All these

We argue that the right to personal space should be an

temporary measures are to be considered a necessary

overarching notion, to be stated prior to sectorial discus-

response to the emergency. However, the current scenario

sions at each city scale, while guiding the decision-making

presents a major challenge to most of the population

process. For example, the right to personal space could be

around the world, leading in many cases to the expansion

tackled at the domestic level with the requirement of having

of pre-existing urban exclusion and inequalities. And

a ‘+1’ room in each house used for temporal isolation due to

while a call for a more just post-pandemic city – where

physical or mental illness, at the public level, it could imply

self-protection choices are allowed and encouraged – has

a change in spatial zoning, securing individual access to a

widely been embraced by authorities, politicians, and

green area within a 15 minute walk. We suggest that opening

institutions, we suggest that there has been a parallel

the discussion to include such options is only possible if
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access to space is conceptualised as a universal right, regardless
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STAY HOME(LESS) – THE
IMPACT OF THE COVID-19
PANDEMIC IN RELATION TO
HOMELESSNESS IN SWEDEN
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Dr Marcus Knutagård
Lund University

“Stay home” is one of the messages used to prevent
the spread of COVID-19. This exhortation elucidates the
importance of having a place to live, a place to call your
home. In that way, the ongoing pandemic is unequal in
its consequences. Far from all humans have the luxury of
the basic human right of a home, and far from all have
the opportunity to work from home, or manage online
teaching. Even though a home is considered to be a place
where we feel safe, for many people (especially women)
your home can become your prison. The restrictions that
call for self-isolation and staying at home can increase
the risk of domestic violence. In a Swedish context, for
one-third of the women living in acute homelessness,
intimate partner violence was reported as a contributing
factor to their homelessness (Knutagård et al., 2020).

When society is hit by pandemics it shows the
limitations of existing safety nets and how we
have organized our everyday life. The pandemic
reveals the cracks in our cities and recognizes
the lack of resilience in our societies.
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On a global scale, the COVID-19 pandemic has had unequal
effects. But it has spread to both wealthy and less wealthy
welfare systems and with low levels of poverty and inequality. Among the Nordic countries, Sweden stands out in the
numbers of people experiencing homelessness and housing
exclusion. The construction of new homes has not been as
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large as the neighboring countries in relation to the population
growth, and we have witnessed a deregulation of the housing

The polarization can be hard to imagine or see, but the

market since the 1990’s. The existing housing inequality

photographer Johnny Miller has visualized the inequalities

will most likely increase in the aftermaths of the pandemic

and physical distancing in urban cities through his storytell-

(Grander & Salonen, 2020).

ing project Unequal Scenes (Unequal Scenes, n.d.). By taking
photographs from above with the use of drones, his photos
show the sharp borders between the wealthy and the poor. But

in Stockholm showed that income plays a significant role.

it is not only the distinction between the Haves and the Have-

Having a low income increases the risk of dying (Bartelink et

Nots, but also between the Haves and the Have-Yachts, the

al., 2020). The reason for this is that low-income households

so called super-gentrified areas in cities like London or New

are more often affected by overcrowding. In the Stockholm

York (Burrows & Knowles, 2019). A comic strip in one of the

County 14 per 10,000 individuals died of COVID-19 in the lowest

newspapers in Sweden illustrates the different opportunities

income group. For those in the highest income group 2.6 per

households have in a city area separated by a road. On the one

10,000 individuals died of COVID-19.

side, in a detached house, one of the family members says that
“this year there will be no half term holidays in the mountains as usual”. On the other side, in one of the apartments in
an apartment building one of the households expresses that

2021). Here the structural discrimination is revealed when

“this year, as usual, there will be no half term holidays in the

several socio-economic factors intersect – insecure jobs, lower

mountains” (Vilgot, 2021). For many of us the current pan-

income, inadequate and overcrowded living conditions, often

demic has hindered us from travelling, visiting restaurants,

in segregated neighborhoods.

going to concerts etcetera, for others this has never been an
option.

The concept of social distancing emerged in the wake of the
pandemic to stress the necessary practice of keeping six feet

For people experiencing homelessness, physical distancing

away from others to flatten the curve and minimizing the risk

is a lot more difficult making them more vulnerable. Having

of ending up six feet under. But the concept leads in the wrong

to sleep rough or in temporary emergency accommodation

direction. Humans need social connectedness, but COVID-19

creates mobility. Historically societies have put in measures

requires physical distancing.

to control the mobility of particular groups like vagrants. At

Pandemic Resilient Cities

We can also see from research that ethnic minorities have a
higher risk of getting infected (Thapar-Björkert & Villacura,
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countries. The Nordic countries are known for their extensive

However, at a recent international conference
on social work, professor Walter Lawrence
said during his key-note presentation that
social distancing is not new (ISWED 2021,
2021). We have already become accustomed
to separating us from each other in gated
communities and downtown ghettos.

the same time, many of the night shelters and other forms of

difficulties than the lack of housing, while the socially home-

emergency accommodation led to mobility, since the individual

less are those that, except for difficulties finding a home, also

was only allowed to sleep during the night and was forced to

have other problems like addiction, mental health problems,

move on the next morning (Knutagård, 2013). Living in shared-

or large debts and rent arrears. Those who are defined as

air conditions, overcrowded and inadequate housing increase

structurally homeless, are without housing because there is a

the risk of infections. We have witnessed outbreaks of tuber-

lack of housing that they can demand, i.e., affordable and pos-

culosis in shelters in the past few decades, so the risks of put-

sible to apply for. In two of the largest cities in Sweden, new

ting many people together in a small shared space is known.

municipal guidelines have been put in place that in practice
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exclude the structurally homeless from getting help with their
In other parts of the world, like in the UK, homelessness has

housing situation. They can only get help with emergency

been framed as a public health emergency (Fitzpatrick et al.,

accommodation on a weekly basis, if it is a family experi-

2021). At the time of writing a few reports have been produced

encing homelessness. If it is a single adult, the emergency

on the impact of COVID-19 on homelessness, but with time

accommodation can be granted on a day-to-day basis. This

we expect to see more (Fitzpatrick et al., 2021). Some of the

practice has resulted in the social services giving back empty

measures that have been introduced in some countries are

apartments to the housing companies because they have no

suspensions of evictions, mortgage reliefs, rent freeze, rent

“socially homeless persons” in the waiting line, at the same

subsidies. Most of the countries in the EU have temporarily

time “structurally homeless migrant families” (often single

banned evictions, and in England the initiative of ‘Everyone

mothers with children) are housed in temporary emergency

In’ moved people quickly from the streets to hotels and other

accommodation (Sahlin, 2020).

forms of accommodation.
innovative measures were taken to increase the possibility to

‘Everyone In’ initiative? The Enforcement Authority continues

house people experiencing homelessness. Discussions on dif-

their work in the same way as before the pandemic. People

ferent forms of co-housing, initiatives promoting tiny homes

that risk evictions can only put their hopes on that the land-

or lodging in other households’ spare rooms in apartments,

lords will show more consideration. One explanation for the

houses or summer places etcetera. Many of these alternatives

lack of initiatives when it comes to emergency housing could

have been difficult to use due to the pandemic (Arroyo et al.,

be that Sweden and the other Nordic countries have moved

2021). The shared air dilemma resurfaces.

from shared-air night shelters to accommodation where the
individual has his or her own room, but share other facilities.

Zigmunt Bauman (1999) proposed that one of the most
inauspicious troubles that we have to deal with is Unsicherheit

A paradox in the Swedish context is that a new distinction

(uncertainty, unsafety and insecurity). The feeling of uncer-

has been made between people who are defined as structurally

tainty makes people too afraid. This feeling undermines

homeless and those who are defined as socially homeless.

taking risks that are necessary for initiating collective actions

Those who are defined as structurally homeless have no other

and for envisioning other ways of how our cities can be lived.
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Research has identified fruitful measures for ending the
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NEGLECTED,
SACRIFICED: OLDER
PERSONS DURING THE
COVID-19 PANDEMIC
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Dr Isabel Ortiz
IPD Columbia University

Older persons have suffered a terrible toll from the coronavirus.
Half of the total deaths were older persons in care homes. This
article argues that countries must now invest in long-term care.

Failing to help those in most need
COVID-19 is devastating for older persons. The numbers are
staggering: more than 80 per cent of the fatalities due to
coronavirus in the United States and east Asia have occurred
among adults aged 65 and over. In Europe and Australia, the
figures are even higher: 94 and 97 per cent of the deaths
respectively have been among persons aged 60 and above.
Yet as the contagion spreads, older persons were denied
access to beds and ventilators, despite being the most vulnerable group. Human-rights experts were alarmed (United Nations
Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights, 2020) by
decisions made around the use of scarce medical resources
in hospitals and intensive-care units—discrimination based
solely on age.
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Despite being helpless and most at risk,
older persons were not prioritised:
they were in effect sacrificed, denied
treatment and emergency support.

In Canada, (Montgomery, 2020) a criminal investigation
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was launched after 31 residents were found dead, unfed
and unchanged at an older persons’ residence. Following
other such disturbing cases, the Canadian military had
to be deployed (Haig, 2020) to assist and the government

‘Older people have the same rights to life and health
as everyone else. Difficult decisions around life-saving

is considering taking over all private, long-term care
institutions.

medical care must respect the human rights and dignity
of all,’ said the United Nations secretary-general, António

In Sweden, (Savage, 2020) protocols discouraged care

Guterres, deeply concerned (United Nations Department

workers from sending older persons to hospitals, letting

of Economic and Social Affairs, 2020) about events during

them die in the care homes.
In Spain, (Gonzáles and Troya, 2020) when the military were deployed to disinfect nursing homes, they were

The silent massacre in care homes

shocked to find people ‘completely abandoned or even dead
in their beds’. Spain has launched criminal investigations
into dozens of care homes, after grieving relatives of thousands of elderly coronavirus victims claimed ‘our parents
were left to die’.

Families demand justice, suing care services
In Italy’s (Privitera, 2020) Lombardy region, a resolution
offering €150 euro to care homes for accepting COVID-19

ment and testing in care homes for both residents and

patients, to ease the burden on hospital beds, accelerated

care workers. Thousands were infected by the corona-

the spread of the virus among health workers and residents.

virus in nursing homes and, while some staff heroically

Coffins piled up in nursing homes. Families are filing

worked in dangerous conditions, (Franklin, 2020) others

lawsuits claiming mishandling of the epidemic.

did not. Staff absenteeism added to real horror stories.
In the US, by the time this article was written, more
For example, in a nursing home in France, (Valenzuela

than 130,000 older persons have died in residences

et al., 2020) 24 persons passed away in just five days; they

because of COVID-19 (Data.CMS.gov, 2021) and many

died alone in their rooms of hypovolemic shock, without

families have filed lawsuits against nursing homes

food or water, because 40 per cent of the staff were absent.

for wrongful death and gross negligence.
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Most countries reported insufficient protective equip-
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About half of the coronavirus casualties (46%)
in high-income countries have been in care
homes (Comas-Herrera et al., 2021) though
this is an underestimation because originally
official death tolls did not include those
who had died outside hospitals without a
COVID-19 test.
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In the UK, (Peart, 2020) families of care-home residents

homes protection from civil liability in this connection.

who died from COVID-19 are suing the health and social care

Nobody is responsible for the suffering of thousands of

secretary, Matt Hancock. The claims accuse the government

older persons who have died alone in care homes.
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of breaching the European Convention on Human Rights, the
National Health Service Act 2006 and the Equalities Act.

Additionally, the US Department of Housing and Urban
Development oversees a federal loan guarantee program that
has been supporting $4.4 billion cheap financing (Laise, 2021)

The multi-billion care industry lobbying to secure
funding and immunity against lawsuits

to poorly run nursing homes in 2020. Critics say it is propping
up some of the industry’s worst operators, even as COVID-19
ravages the residential care sector.

Long-term care is a lucrative and powerful industry. Europe’s
vate groups, often run by pension and investment funds. In
the US, 70 per cent of the 15,000 nursing homes are run by

A better future: Redressing the deplorable
situation of residences and long-term care

for-profit companies; many have been bought and sold in
recent years by private-equity firms.
In the UK, (Plimmer, 2021) with insufficient hospital beds during the peak of the second COVID-19 wave
in 2021, the government provided clinical negligence

Due to the rapidly ageing population, all countries
should invest more in health and long-term
care services for older persons. Health-system
capacity is however strained because of austerity
cuts (Ortiz and Stubbs, 2020) in earlier years.
It was the shortage of beds, staff and equipment that made

after the catastrophic earlier experience in 2020 when

doctors discriminate against older persons and prioritise

infected patients were discharged from hospitals to care

the younger, with more chance of survival from COVID-19.

homes and spread the virus to fragile older persons. The

Governments and international financial institutions must

industry was “delighted” at the government’s decision

stop mean budget cuts which have condemned many to die,

to provide insurance, according to the Financial Times.

and instead invest in universal public-health and socialprotection systems.

In the US, (Human Rights Watch, 2020) nursing homes
and long-term care operators have been lobbying state

Countries must also invest in quality long-term care ser-

and federal legislators across the US to pass laws

vices for older persons. Half the world’s elderly lack access to

giving them broad immunity, denying responsibil-

long-term care. At the moment, governments spend very little

ity for conditions inside care homes during COVID-19.

(International Labour Organization, 2015) on it; instead, they

Nineteen states have recently enacted laws (Paulin,

have allowed private care services (Pelling, 2020) to develop,

2020) or gubernatorial executive orders granting nursing

with minimal regulation. As a result, most older persons have
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to care homes that would take COVID-19 patients, even
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insurance and employers’ and public liability insurance
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care sector is concentrated in the hands of a few large pri-
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to pay up to 100 per cent of the costs of long-term care out of
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Josephine Michau
Copenhagen Architecture Festival

On the 11th of March 2020 the Danish Government announced
the country would be going into lockdown — to start with
only for two weeks. It was a month before the Copenhagen
Architecture Festival started and we were one week from
launching a big — and costly — marketing campaign.
We had to make a decision: Should we hope that the world
would go back to normal after the two weeks of lock down
or should we cancel and postpone the festival indefinitely?
Looking at the global pandemic situation, we found choosing
the latter made better sense. This meant contacting our 150+
collaborators from home and abroad and cancelling everything
and also getting the decision green lighted by our financiers.
We had a couple of very hectic weeks shutting down the
office and everything we had spent the past year planning.
Then what? We had to re-think and adapt to the new
situation. This included, among other things, figuring out
how to survive financially. Also, we had about 200 events
planned – big and small. What to do with these and how
not to just disappear while the country was in lockdown?
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Josephine Michau holds an MSc in Business
Administration and Philosophy from Copenhagen
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production and distribution ever since. She has
contributed to a number of publications and film
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film and architecture related competitions.
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How could we create relevant content related to the current and

were generally sold out or close to. Then in November the

very dominating situation?

country went into lockdown again.
In general, what we experienced this 1st year of COVID-

reflections and documentation of how the current pandemic

19 was extreme goodwill and trust from all collaborators

situation was affecting and was going to affect our homes and

with regards to our decisions as well as a great sense

cities. We received a lot of essays and images from all over the

of support and collaborative effort to survive this the

world that we published on our website and SoMe platforms

best way possible. For the Danish cultural sector in

as they came in. Late May we launched a filmed series of talks

general, the private foundations are particularly to be

with different experts on the topic of Pandemic Resilient

thanked for the survival of many cultural institutions.

Cities together with, among others, Emergency Architecture &
Human Rights (EAHR). At the same time, we thought of how to
convert planned events into online activities. This meant that

What can we learn for the future?

have influenced the development of architecture and cities in

As COVID-19 has brought regular cultural programming to a

Europe was converted into a flow TV-station running on our

standstill, this past year has been the time to rethink the way

website for 6 weeks in May and June with curated Youtube

we produce and consume culture. Festivals have previously

clips. Another planned exhibition and talk program on how to

been an important part of the cultural fabric of global society

secure a green sustainable transition of Copenhagen was con-

participated in by many. They have been used to gain com-

verted into an online publication and a podcast series that was

petitive advantages in the global battle of attracting tourists

published in April on various platforms. A planned seminar on

and resourceful citizens. But the pandemic has forced us to

film and architecture was converted into a digital hub on our

observe, reflect upon and re-evaluate the regulating structures

website with exchanges of experiences on how film is inte-

that have so far dominated our lives. This past year we have

grated as a tool in architecture schools around the world. This

not been able to attend international cultural events. This has

meant that over the course of April – June 2020 we created and

left us with new opportunities realising that creativity can

published a lot of content online having converted the festival

survive and flourish in new ways.

trying to plan when and how we could have a physical festival.
In October we managed to create a physical festival in the
cities of Copenhagen, Aarhus and Odense with 100 events over
the course of 11 days. A lot of the originally planned events had
been cancelled and could not be revived and our international
audience was not going to show up. However, the remaining
events met a local audience hungry for physical events and

This has for our part, besides learning how to
use masks, not handshake, social distancing,
employ food and drink hygiene and use hand
sanitizer, included making better use of alreadyexisting local knowledge while at the same
time taking advantage of what information
technology has to offer of opportunities
to connect with the outside world.
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into some kind of a digital media hub. Simultaneously we were
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a planned exhibition on how post-war economic paradigms
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Beginning of April we launched an open call asking for
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Virtual events have proven to be an effective and popular way
of connecting audiences and moving interactions online. Like
many other cultural actors, we have been moving forward with
virtual events and digital content — not instead of physical
events but parallel to. Our on- and offline content will be developed much closer in parallel in the future for the content to
constantly be able to inform each other. In this lies a flexibility
of moving content both ways depending on what the situation
requires – and thus remain resilient in a pandemic situation.
The physical meeting is still relevant with the possibility of
exchanging ideas and experiences in an informal way. But with
the digital content we are able to reach a wider audience being
independent in time and space. Not all events need to have
everyone physically present and many future festivals, conferences and seminars will save the climate a good deal of CO2
emissions based on what we have learned during the pandemic.
It started as a response to a pandemic situation, but it will
remain because it makes sense beyond, especially when seen
in a perspective of climate care and democracy.

PANDEMIC RESILIENT CITIES is a collaborative effort born under
the COVID-19 pandemic and the need to address the uncertain future of our cities. After an online series of the same name, where
Emergency Architecture & Human Rights, Think Fast: a Collective
Urban Response to COVID-19, Copenhagen Architecture Festival,
and multiple practitioners and academics from different fields and
organizations came together, we decided to gather some of these
voices and explore new dimensions. Thanks to Dreyers Fond, we
have been able to put together these perspectives, creating a volume which addresses a multiplicity of urban dimensions where
COVID-19 has had a deeper impact. We thanks our contributors
for coming forward in such hard times, and hope this volume has
a relevant impact in the coming debates.

