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THE  
21ST–CENTURY 

UTOPIA  
HAS  

ARRIVED

B Y  M A R Y  H O L L A N D

The city’s innovative 
waste-to-energy 
powerplant, Copenhill, 
also provides a ski 
slope, hiking trails and 
climbing wall.
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With revolutionary  
green initiatives, a progressive 

culinary scene and  
citizens who’ve managed to 

perfect the work-life balance, 
Copenhagen might  

be the dream city we’ve  
been looking for.
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HE FIRST TIME I LANDED  in Copenha-
gen, in 2016, I was struck by how perfect 
it felt. At the airport, I followed a trail 
of trim, navy-clad Danes as they glided 
toward the train, which whisked them 
to the city center in less than 20 min-
utes. In coffee shops, baristas in leather 
aprons poured cortados for patrons who 
sat unhurried as they sank their teeth 

into slices of organic fresh-out-of-the-oven sourdough bread. 
I watched a sea of bikes neatly stream through the city, unper-
turbed even when a pummeling rain beat down on the colorful 
row of houses that lined the streets. And only hours later, when 
the sun came out, locals flooded to the water’s edge, where they 
drank biodynamic rosé at 3 p.m. on a Thursday and dove into 
the clean harbor baths—not a scene you’re likely to see State-
side, where work-life balance hasn’t been quite so seamlessly 
achieved. As an outsider looking in, I saw a city so progressive, 
so polished and idealistic, I wondered if it could be real. 

I’ve since traveled to Copenhagen a half-dozen times more, 
and that first awestruck impression has yet to be shattered—
in fact, it has only grown. It grew when the Danish capital 
announced its aim to become the first carbon-neutral city by 

2025, a government-led ambition that has launched a num-
ber of strategies targeting green mobility, energy consumption 
reduction and alternative energy production. It grew when 
pioneering urban development projects such as Copenhill and  
Nordhavn were unveiled—not to mention when the subway line 
was extended, making green transit more accessible, and when 
new bike bridges connected all parts of the harbor. And it grew as 
more and more restaurants followed in the groundbreaking foot-
steps of the city’s famed New Nordic trailblazer, Noma, commit-
ting to responsible treatment of the ingredients on their menus, 
as well as the people in their kitchens. 

How could we expect anything less from Denmark? The 
Danes, whose government values welfare and the environment, 
have always been sustainably minded people, notes Jørgen 
Abildgaard, Copenhagen’s executive climate program director. 
“It’s part of our culture—the whole picture is important,” he says. 
“The wind is blowing our way because we have support from 
the national government, but cities do have a voice on climate 
change.” Support from the government is, of course, imperative 
(it’s a big reason the capital has already reduced carbon emis-
sions by 40 percent since 2005), but the city’s individuals—its 
chefs, architects and other change agents—are making sustain-
ability more than a goal. They’re making it a culture.

The pioneering 
waterfront urban 
development project 
(above) provides  
clean harbor baths  
for residents.
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The city’s Latin Quarter 
is always buzzing 
with locals on bikes, 
shopping or lounging in 
one of the many cafés 
and bars.

“In general, we do leave work early compared to many other 
countries,” says Kamilla Seidler, the culinary director and a 
partner at Lola, a restaurant that promotes inclusivity across 
race and gender (its largely female staff represents nine differ-
ent nationalities). “We bike through the city with our children 
and do the groceries on the way.” It’s this healthy lifestyle and 
the government’s commitment to welfare and sustainability that 
rank Denmark as the world’s second happiest country (after Fin-
land), according to a 2019 report from the United Nations. 

Seidler’s restaurant is also a prime example of Copenhagen’s 
conscientious culinary scene, where organic is only the begin-
ning. At Lola, as well as other top restaurants such as Amass, 
Relæ and, of course, Noma, you’ll know exactly where each and 
every carrot and fillet of mackerel has come from. Chef Chris-
tian F. Puglisi of the Michelin-starred Relæ, which was named 
the world’s most sustainable restaurant in 2015 and 2016, has a 
“Farm of Ideas” where he grows ingredients for his restaurants 
and hosts workshops. At Amass, it’s even more local, thanks to 
an on-site garden and greenhouse. 

“We as citizens expect no less than green or sustainable solu-
tions to our problems,” says Seidler. As the effects from climate 
change become more obvious, shouldn’t that be the demand of 
every citizen around the globe? And while Copenhagen has its 
challenges just like every modern city, the fact that the capital 
of 600,000 will run 100 percent on biomass (instead of coal) 
by the end of this year and has already dramatically reduced its 
emissions while implementing green transport solutions is only 
further proof that the city represents far more than just a case of 
greenwashing. 

For more evidence that Copenhagen might just be a 21st- 
century utopia, look no further than Nordhavn, the waterfront 
urban development that has emerged in recent years. Construc-
tion is buzzing, and cranes and scaffolding still linger as the 
development works toward its 50-year plan to construct a slew of 
sustainable buildings adjacent to a developing network of pocket 
parks and squares, shared saunas, harbor baths, kayaking and 
a water basin that’s clean enough for bathing, plus housing—25 
percent of which is required by law to be affordable. It’s an ambi-
tious proposal. Though the goal is long-term, it’s a sure sign that 
when it comes to a sustainable future, Copenhagen is coming at 
it with all the force that power (renewable power, of course) can 
muster. For more on what makes the city a blueprint for a very 
bright future indeed, turn the page. 
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Matt Orlando from Amass 
(left), picks vegetables for 
the night’s meal; at Lola 
(above), the focus is on 
organic, locally sourced 
ingredients; Relæ’s artfully 
prepared dishes (right) 
are made with produce 
from the owner’s garden.
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RELÆ Chef and owner Christian F. Puglisi is so dedicated to stay-
ing local, he runs his own small farm that supplies Relæ with 
many of the ingredients on its daily tasting menus, such as the 
spring onions used in the venison tartare. The restaurant is com-
mitted to sourcing only local, ethical produce and working with 
small-scale suppliers, and the wines served are low-intervention 
labels from small growers. 

LOLA Kamilla Seidler’s restaurant opened in November with a 
heavy focus on the social impact of dining, serving everything 
from pupusas and kimchi to Danish squid and organic local 
cider, without the unwanted side of toxicity that workers so  
often find in the kitchen (it limits work shifts to a maximum 
of eight hours a day, 40 hours a week). Seidler also recently 
launched Lola Impact, a program that trains workers and  
creates jobs for the next generation of restaurant employees.

Eat Your Greens
Following Noma’s progressive New Nordic venture promoting 
the use of hyperlocal ingredients, Copenhagen’s culinary scene 
has exploded. While many chefs say there’s still a long way to go, 
some are making serious sustainable headway—including the 
city’s gastronomic godfather, René Redzepi. 

NOMA The restaurant that started it all is still a rite of passage 
for culinary pilgrims. The newest iteration of Noma, which 
closed in 2016 and reopened in a new location in 2018, is now 
set within a collection of buildings designed by the Danish 
architect Bjarke Ingels, and chef Redzepi still uses hyperlocal 
ingredients and toils tirelessly to discover innovative ways to 
work with local goods.  

AMASS “[We work] in a very specific way with regard to how we 
approach products and how we acknowledge the importance 
of so-called by-products,” says Amass head chef and owner 
Matt Orlando. To that end, the industrial-looking restaurant, 
decorated with street art, is certified organic, and much of the 
ingredients showcased on its menu are grown in the garden and 
greenhouse. Amass has a program to experiment with innova-
tive uses for food waste, such as turning leftover bread into ice 
cream, and whatever food can’t be used is composted. In the 
kitchen, many single-use plastics, including food wrap and 
trash bags, are strictly prohibited.
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The pioneering Nordhavn 
waterfront development 
(right) is part of a network 
that is jump-starting the 
city’s renewable energy 
program; the courtyard 
at the eco-friendly Villa 
Copenhagen (below).

If You Build It…
Copenhagen’s green push has made for major strides in archi-
tecture and design. Case in point: Bjarke Ingels’s Copenhill. The 
innovative waste-to-energy power plant isn’t just an ecological 
marvel—it’s a good time for all, doubling as an artificial ski 
slope, hiking trail and climbing wall. The giant silver building, 
which looms over Noma, has become an architectural and rec-
reational landmark, incinerating waste while providing Copen-
hageners with acres of outdoor activities. 

Nordhavn, a rejuvenated industrial waterfront area built by 
CPH City & Port Development, is another blueprint for energy- 
efficient urban improvement. The area is connected to the central 
electricity grid, making it part of a national and regional strat-
egy to build out the network of renewable energy. The district’s 
heating supply system uses waste heat from incineration plants, 
and combined heat and power plants (CHPs), saving energy and 
substantially reducing CO2 emissions and pollutants. Its green 
developments, like the UN City designed by the Danish archi-
tecture company 3xNielsen and the Silo (home to a collection 
of apartments by the local architecture firm Cobe), are putting 
Copenhagen at the forefront of sustainable architecture.     ■

Suite Dream
Sleeping green isn’t as easy as hanging on to your towels and 
bedsheets for an extra day. Villa Copenhagen, a new luxury 
hotel that opens this month in a historic building near Central 
Station, is showing just how sustainable tourism can actually 
be. Book the hotel’s Earth Suite for the full experience: The 100 
percent sustainable room features only recycled materials and 
textiles. The same care for the environment is evident through-
out the hotel, from the kitchen—where food waste is converted 
into green energy for a “carbon-free dining” experience—to the 
conference rooms, which are furnished with 800 chairs that 
Danish manufacturer Mater Design constructed entirely from 
recycled ocean waste. 

Villa Copenhagen has also partnered with Denmark’s 
greatest (and greenest) creators: The Danish fragrance brand 
Skandinavisk developed the eco-friendly in-room amenities;  
the fashion brand Sur le Chemin designed the staff uniforms; 
and Bybi, a Danish social enterprise that manages beekeeping 
programs, will maintain a beehive on the rooftop garden. 

G2G_Muse_05_Feat_Copenhagen_0215.indd   45 3/2/20   3:52 PM


