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Preface

When the possibility of applying for the title as European Capital of 
Culture 2017 came up back in 2006, most people felt that this was 
too good a chance for Aarhus to pass up.

In 2007, Aarhus City Council decided to apply for the title, allocating the 
responsibility for the application work to the City of Aarhus’ Department 
of Culture.

The work went on until the title was won in August 2012. The Aarhus 
2017 Foundation was set up to execute the Capital of Culture project, 
but the Dept. of Culture continued to service the Foundation until this 
was manned with its own staff from June 2013. Throughout the 
completion phase and until today, the City of Aarhus has been engaged 
intensely in the project, committed to paving the way for its success.

Up until the end of 2018, 58 cities have held the title of European Capital 
of Culture. However, it is no secret that the benefit reaped by the host 
cities has varied greatly. Many factors have contributed to this, but in 
our view, it has often been a problem that the city government has not 
involved itself sufficiently after winning the title.

Many consider Aarhus 2017 an example of a successful Capital of 
Culture project that has been of great significance to both Aarhus and 
the entire region in a wide range of areas. This will be illustrated by the 
evaluation report prepared by Aarhus University, which will be published 
in December 2018.

With this present report, we would like to focus on the City of Aarhus’ 
involvement in the Capital of Culture project, from the very first 
deliberations in 2005 until now. We believe that the City’s intensive work 
and close connection with the planning and completion of the project 
throughout the process have been instrumental in creating the prerequisites 
for the project to have a notable long-term effect, ensuring that it is not 
merely remembered as the highlight of 2017, one among many other 
cultural initiatives in the city through the years.

The report is not an evaluation, but rather an attempt at capturing the 
initiatives and efforts that have been launched by the City of Aarhus 
throughout the period, and an indication of how we in the Dept. of 
Culture assess the effect of these efforts.

We hope that the report will become part of our collective memory of 
the enormous effort made by many different parties to turn Aarhus 2017 
into a success. If other Capitals of Culture or applicant cities can benefit 
from our experience, so much the better.

November 2018

Kirsten Jørgensen
Director, Department of Culture and Citizens’ Services
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1. Application process (2005-12)

1.1 Initial deliberations

Towards the end of July 2005, the first signs emerged 
to indicate that a Danish city along with a city in Cyprus 
would be awarded the title of European Capital of Cul-
ture in 2017. Following the enlargement of the European 
Union, the stage was set for cities from two different 
countries to apply for the title each year. The European 
Commission made its decision in 2006.

From 1985 and onwards, a European City of Culture had 
been selected every year – in 2000, a total of 9 cities 
were selected, and after that, two cities were selected 
each year. Copenhagen had held the title in 1996.

In Aarhus, hopes began rising, and during the weekend 
of 23-24 July 2005, several politicians aired their delib-
erations in daily newspapers. Uffe Elbæk (Social-Liberal 
Party), who chaired the Culture Committee, said that 
Aarhus was an obvious choice due to its cultural-politi-
cal approach, and that considering the positive expe-
rience gained from Copenhagen, it was worth putting 
serious effort into winning the title.

Mayor Louise Gade (Liberal Party) said that there were 
strong reasons to pursue the title, and the cultural 
spokesmen from the Social Democratic Party (Jacob 
Bundsgaard) and the Liberal Party (Bo Abrahamsen) 
also acknowledged the potential.

However, everybody agreed that especially the finances 
of such a project had to be investigated further, and that 
it would have to be proved probable that such a huge 
undertaking would also have a long-term effect – lasting 
dynamics for the cultural life in Aarhus.

Immediately after the summer holidays, Alderman 
for Culture Torben Brandi Nielsen (Social Democratic 
Party) launched a survey about a wide range of aspects 
concerning the Capital of Culture project.

The Schools and Culture Committee discussed the case 
at four meetings from August to December 2005, and 
the new Culture Committee debated it in January 2006.

1.2 Political decisions

In April 2007, the Liberal Party and the Conservative 
People’s Party put forward a proposal in the City 
Council that a part-time position as capital of culture 
secretary be created based on the desire for Aarhus 
to win the title as European Capital of Culture 2017. It 
was suggested that the position should be set up in an 
existing organisation such as VisitAarhus or the Aarhus 
Festival, which at the time were heading for a merger 
with the municipal cultural institution Kulturhus Aar-
hus. The possibilities of collaboration with the rest of 
the region and the country as a whole were also to be 
investigated.

The proposal was discussed by the City Council four 
times during 2007 and adopted with the amendments 
that due to the scope of the task, a full-time position 
should be set up, and it should be based in the De-
partment of Culture. The background for the latter was 
a belief that this would better ensure that the project 
met the requirement about being based on the City of 
Aarhus’ cultural-political objectives and strategies for 
urban and commercial development. The municipal 
rooting and the close connection to the political level 
in the city were also considered decisive for achieving 
long-term effects in the years after 2017.

The formal decision about Aarhus applying for the title 
as European Capital of Culture was part of the budget 
agreement for 2008-11 in October 2007. It was also 
decided that the application work should be rooted in 
the Department of Culture and Citizens’ Services, and 
DKK 700,000 per year were allocated to hiring a Cap-
ital of Culture secretary. The Culture Committee had a 
thematic discussion about this position in November 
2007.
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On 31 January 2008, a wide cultural agreement, ‘Cul-
ture on the track – towards 2017’ was adopted, and 
subsequently, a sum of DKK 6 million was allotted to 
support the Capital of Culture venture. The parties 
involved in the agreement also made it clear that 
they would endorse the proposal for Cultural Policy 
2008-11, which had been put forward by Alderman for 
Culture Flemming Knudsen (Social Democratic Party) 
in October 2007. This contained the ambition about 
the Capital of Culture title as a pivotal element in the 
vision, objectives and target areas.

The position for a Capital of Culture secretary / project 
manager was advertised, and Trevor Davies was appointed, 
starting as project manager for the application work 
on 1 April 2008 in the Dept. of Culture. The project 
organisation was based on a highly inclusive method, 
creative process management and strategic project 
development. The first months were spent phrasing 
an action plan for the work. The plan was presented to 
the City Council in November 2008 and adopted on 14 
January 2009.

One crucial element of the plan was that it included 
a decision to investigate the possibilities of regional 
collaboration on the project. There had been a great 
deal of political debate about this, but having learnt 
from the experience from other Capitals of Culture, 
it was considered important to create a popular and 
financial foundation for the project beyond that which 
one city could mobilise alone. The collaboration form 
was described as a ‘loose network model’.

It was also decided to appoint a cross-department, 
municipal monitoring group, and a budget and a 
financing plan for 2008-12 were approved.
In the course of the application process, a number of 
political decisions were made about project content, 
organisation and financing.

“Many people, organisations, businesses and asso-
ciations outside the municipal organisation possess 
knowledge, competences and resources that are 
crucial pieces in the big puzzle. The more parties 
that take part in the responsibility of developing 
the city and solving the large number of tasks that 
face us, the greater the chance for success with a 
Capital of Culture year, which will not only enrich 
the city’s citizens and visitors for the 12 months 
that the event spans, but will also have an impact 
far into the future.”

The City of Aarhus Cultural Policy 2008-11

Opening Godsbanen (the Freight Yard), 30 March 2012
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In June 2010, a proposal about 13 vision themes as the 
mainstay for an application was adopted. The proposal 
was the result of the many mappings and inclusion 
processes that had been carried out, cf. section 1.7.

Organisationally, the establishment of a regional 
collaboration had reached a point where it was agreed 
to aim for a close and inclusive, formalised collabora-
tion. By then, the Region had also started contributing 
financially and workwise to the preparatory work. This 
meant that the budget for the entire preparations pro-
cess exceeded DKK 10 million significantly, added to 
which were considerable personnel resources from the 
City of Aarhus and the Central Denmark Region.

Politically, not all of the region’s municipalities backed 
involvement in the project immediately. In the light of 
this, Alderman for Culture Marc Perera Christensen 
(Conservative People’s Party) personally engaged heavily 
in promoting the wide participation of the municipali-
ties, visiting those municipalities that had doubts about 
joining the Capital of Culture project. As can be seen in 
section 1.5, he made a complete success of this effort.

In February 2011, the City Council adopted a proposal 
for six strategic objectives for the application work. 
The comprehensive objectives encompassed all of the 
City of Aarhus’ task areas, stressing that this was not 
just a cultural project, but a project for the entire city, 
which would be a driver for the development of the 
city and the region. The project would therefore have 
to correlate well with other municipal and regional 
strategies.

Organisationally, it was decided that the work related 
to the completion of the project should be placed in 
a foundation with a broadly composed Board when/
if the title was won. The secretariat would be partly 
manned by staff seconded from the municipalities and 
the Region.

On 13 April 2011, Aarhus City Council made a num-
ber of very significant decisions about the Capital of 
Culture project – decisions that needed to be in place 
before the initial application was submitted at the end 
of September 2011. The theme of ‘Rethink’ was chosen, 
and a general programme structure was defined.

STRATEGIC OBJEC-
TIVES AND POLICIES 
OF THE REGIONAL 
COUNCIL, LOCAL 
MUNICIPALITIES 
AND AARHUS CITY 
COUNCIL 

SWOT ANALYSIS 
MAPPING AND
 ANALYSIS INPUT 
FROM THE PROCESS 

OBJECTIVES AND
GOALS IN CON-
NECTION WITH 
THE ECOC-PRO- 
GRAMME AND 
OTHER RELEVANT 
EU STRATEGIES 

INFRASTRUCTURAL 
INITIATIVES AND 
URBAN PROJECTS 

DEVELOPMENT- AND 
KNOWLEDGE PRO-
GRAMMES NETWORK- 
CONFERENCES 
ETC. 

EVENTS 
PROGRAMMES 
PROJECTS 

COMMUNICATION 
TOURISM 
MARKETING 
STRATEGIES 

AARHUS 2017 WILL SUPPORT THE LONG TERM DEVELOPMENT 
AND ALSO UNDERPIN THE SIGNIFICANCE OF ARTS AND CUL-
TURE. THE CULTURAL PROGRAMME WILL CONTRIBUTE TO A 
STRENGTHENING OF THE DIVERSITY OF EUROPEAN CULTURE. 

AARHUS 2017 WILL INCREASE AWARENESS, VISIBILITY AND 
ATTRACTlON VALLIE OF THE CITY AND THE REGION, NATIONALLY 
& INTERNATIONALLY, WHILE CREATING A HIGHER LEVEL OF 
CULTURAL COOPERATION AND DIALOGUE WITH EUROPE. 

AARHUS 2017 WILL EMPLOY CREATIVITY, INNOVATION, KNOW- 
LEDGE AND EXPERIMENTATION TO FUEL HUMAN DEVELOP- 
MENT AND ECONOMIC GROWTH. 

AARHUS 2017 WILL AIM TO SECURE A MORE ACTIVE 
CITIZENSHIP THROUGH COMPREHENSIVE AND ACTIVE 
PARTICIPATION, WHILE INCREASING INVOLVEMENT FROM 
THE BUSINESS- , THE CULTURAL AND THE RESEARCH AND 
LEARNING COMMUNITIES. 

AARHUS 2017 WILL SUPPORT THE DEVELOPMENT OF OPEN 
AND VIBRANT URBAN ENVIRONMENTS TO FURTHER 
COHESIVE CITIES WITH DIVERSITY. 

AARHUS 2017 WILL BEA PLATFORM FOR INTERDISCIPLINARY 
COLLABORATIONS FOCUSING ON THE CHALLENGES ARISING 
FROM URBAN COMMUNITIES, FURTHERING THE VISION OF A 
SUSTAINABLE FUTURE - LOCALLY AS WELL AS GLOBALLY. 

Strategic targets
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A number of general financing principles were also 
set out on the basis that the local/regional financing 
would have to be established first, and that this would 
depend to a very great extent on how much the City of 
Aarhus would contribute. A municipal task force with 
representatives from the Mayor’s Office and the Dept. 
of Culture and Citizens’ Services had prepared three 
financial scenarios with gross budgets of DKK 500, 400 
and 300 million, respectively. In these scenarios, the 
City of Aarhus’ contribution would be DKK 100, 80 or 
60 million, and the prerequisite was that the Region 
and the other municipalities together would double the 
amount.

The final City Council decision before the submission 
of the initial application was made on 24 August 
2011. Here, the main content of the application was 
approved, and it was decided that the City of Aarhus 
would contribute DKK 100 million to the budget of the 
coming foundation. Finally, it was decided that binding, 
strategic collaborations would be established with the 
tourism industry and the business sector in general. 
The other 18 municipalities in the region also made po-
litical decisions about joining the project, committing 
to their financial contributions.

The application was submitted in September 2011, 
and in December 2011, the international assessment 
panel decided that the applications from both Sønder-
borg and Aarhus would go on to the second round. 
Subsequently, the most important remaining political 
decisions were the establishment of the foundation 
that would manage the project if Aarhus won the title.

In May 2012, the City Council approved the statutes for 
the Aarhus 2017 Foundation, and in June 2012, the City 
Council appointed the six external members of the 13 
people strong Board, following recommendations from 
a consultancy firm. In accordance with the statutes, the 
other seven members were to be appointed by the mu-
nicipalities, the region and the regional development 
organisation Vækstforum with the Mayor of Aarhus as 
the ex-officio chairman and the Alderman for Culture 
and the Chairman of the Region as ex-officio members 
of the Board.

The financing of the City of Aarhus’ contribution to 
the venture has been dealt with in a number of budget 
agreements since 2010. The principle is that financing 
must be raised primarily via one-off income from sales 
of municipal areas and buildings, and not via existing 
operating budgets.

As mentioned above, the Schools and Culture Com-
mittee, and from 2006 the Culture Committee, were 
informed thoroughly as early as the summer of 2005, 
and changing Aldermen for Culture have emphasised 
the importance of including the Culture Committee 
throughout the process. During the preparation pro-
cess of 2007-12, the Culture Committee was continu-
ally updated on the application progress and had the 
opportunity to submit input.

In addition to the cases that were processed by the 
City Council, the Committee was briefed about 25 
times from 2007 to the summer of 2012, four times 
in the form of extensive thematic discussions, and in 
February 2011 at a two-day thematic seminar. In 2012, 
the Capital of Culture was discussed at practically all of 
the Culture Committee’s meetings. Further to this, the 
other committees in the City of Aarhus were informed 
about the project in May-August 2010 with a view to 
securing the Capital of Culture project’s wide rooting in 
all municipal departments.

Naturally, the Alderman for Culture, under whom the 
application work belonged, also followed the progress 
intensely, especially at aldermen meetings every two 
weeks with Aarhus 2017 as the only item on the agenda.

“We chose a process, we chose an approach that 
we can now reap a lot of benefits from. This process 
also created challenges that sparked debate. It 
would have been easy for Aarhus City Council, back 
in 2008, to simply announce a theme, say a word, 
or phrase a sentence, and then spend all our energy 
pouring meaning and content into that statement. 
We didn’t want to do that. [...]”

Alderman for Culture Marc Perera Christensen (CPP)



FROM IDEA TO LASTING IMPACT | The City of Aarhus’ involvement in the Capital of Culture project 2005-18    9

1.3 Citizen collaboration

From the outset, the project was characterised by a 
process-driven approach with a high degree of involve-
ment. For this reason, the process was structured in 
relation to participation and engagement during the 
first phases of the application work (see section 1.7). 
The approach was to “create a project with the city”, 
not merely “a project for the city”.

This both inclusive and engaging process contributed 
to ensuring that many different groups got involved 
on different platforms. The project was to be based on 
the citizens’ needs and expectations in order to secure 
local relevance and engagement among the region’s 
citizens.

Themes such as participation, engagement and civic 
citizenship were to be put in play in a forward-looking 
perspective – the entire Capital of Culture project was 
to generate debate and innovative thinking. It was 
therefore part of the strategy that one of the 13 vision 
seminars would be about the engaged and competent 
citizen with the participation of local and regional 
players from libraries, public administrations and 
private businesses, who all worked with knowledge and 
information, engagement, volunteering and democracy.

The process of engaging citizens through proactive 
workshops, collaboration with associations and 
schools was extensive. Many open, local debate events 
were held from 2009 to 2012 at libraries, community 
centres etc., cf. section 1.7.

A number of exhibitions were held about the pro-
ject, informing citizens about the project and getting 
them involved. From 2009, a mobile glass container 
formed the setting for workshops and exhibitions with 
a view to encouraging citizen involvement. The first 
public exhibition about Aarhus 2017 held at Ridehuset 
in the spring of 2010 attracted 6,000 citizens. The 
programme at the exhibition consisted of debates and 
workshops for citizens along with visualisations and 
models that provided insight into the Capital of Culture 
project, showing the results of the cultural mapping.

In parallel to the many activities, news about the pro-
ject were communicated in digital and printed media. 
Aarhus 2017 has been visible and has created its own 
profile via the Aarhus 2017 website, newsletters, 24 
publications, cf. Appendix 2, publication and distribu-
tion of a number of pamphlets and inserts in regional 
newspapers, and participation in several large events.

The Capital of Culture project was to contribute, among 
other things, to more active participation in cultural life 
and society in general. It was therefore essential that a 
number of projects were launched that involved citizens 
directly. For instance, many citizens contributed to the 
project Hidden Places by submitting pictures of and 
texts about their ‘hidden places’ in the city.

One way of engaging individual citizens was to launch 
‘micro projects for macro change’ through the distri-
bution of grants of DKK 10,000 each, starting in 2013. 
The purpose of the grants was to support initiatives, 
and young people’s ideas in particular, that would 
otherwise have been difficult to realise due to a lack of 
available funds in local areas or complicated applica-
tion procedures.

The effect of the many initiatives have continually been 
measured via analyses of cultural habits, activities, 
accessibility and distribution of cultural options in 
Aarhus and the region.

“We have a couple of cues. One of our primary 
principles is that we are a capital of culture, not a 
capital of art. And what’s more, the cultural capital 
of our region is the people who live in the region.”

Artistic Manager Airan Berg, Linz 2009, Aarhus 2007: Interna-
tional seminar: ‘Where is Europe’, September 2009
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From the very outset, the ambition was that the Capital 
of Culture project would not only be an arts and culture 
project, but also a city project that involved all of the 
municipality’s task areas. This would be achieved by 
rooting the project in the Directors’ Group, but at the 
operational level via the municipal monitoring group 
that was described in the action plan adopted by the 
City Council in January 2009.

The purpose is outlined in the terms of reference: “The 
purpose of the municipal monitoring group for Aarhus 
2017 is to secure rooting in the project internally in 
the municipality, securing continual two-way commu-
nication as well as experience and knowledge sharing 
between the City of Aarhus’ departments, and to 
strengthen the basis for cross-departmental thinking 
and collaboration in relation to the 2017 project inter-
nally in the City of Aarhus.”

In February 2009, the City departments selected some 
15 members for the group, which held its first meeting 
in March 2009. The Head of Culture chaired the group.

A wider circle of staff from all departments – about 
30 people in all – met for a four-hour workshop on 27 
October 2009 with the following purposes:
• To inform a wider circle about the 2017 project
• To create a sense of ownership and commitment  
 widely across the city’s different departments
• To make it clear that the project was of relevance to  
 all city departments
• To gather knowledge about and discuss what went  
 on in the different departments that was of relevance  
 to the 2017 project

Subsequently, a comprehensive catalogue of strategic 
ventures and concrete projects in the individual city 
departments was prepared, which was continually 
improved and expanded.

From March 2009 to September 2012, the monitoring 
group held 4-5 meetings each year. The group’s last 
meeting was held on 7 September 2012, two weeks 
after Aarhus had won the title.

Thoughts about letting a municipal coordination group 
or similar continue after this were not realised, and 
the 2017 project’s wider municipal rooting was instead 
secured via the Directors’ Group, the Strategic Leader-
ship Forum and, not least, the political level.

This did not mean that the City of Aarhus’ engagement 
in the project diminished, but it was realised through a 
number of other forums, as will be described in section 
3. In addition to this, many project owners and partici-
pants in the city departments had direct contact to the 
2017 secretariat concerning their project development.

1.4 Municipal monitoring group
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Although the City of Aarhus was the formal starting 
point for the Capital of Culture, and thus the nat-
ural nerve centre and frontrunner of the project, it 
was decided, as described in section 1.2, early in the 
process to involve not only the entire city, but ideally 
the entire Central Denmark Region in the project. The 
Central Denmark Region joined the application work in 
2008, and the other 18 municipalities were invited to 
participate.

The background for this was partly the wish to base the 
project and the desired development on a larger critical 
mass and a more diverse cultural infrastructure, and 
partly a clear acknowledgement that collaboration be-
tween artists and cultural players cannot be defined or 
delimited geographically. Partnerships must be based 
on knowledge, resources and relevance. Furthermore, a 
number of regional professional networks had already 
been established at the time of the application – for 
instance within children’s culture and museums.

Strategically, the Regional Steering Group became the 
pivotal point for the regional collaboration. This was 
established in early 2009 and continued as an advisory 
body under the Aarhus 2017 Foundation’s work with 
the completion of the project. In the Steering Group, all 
19 municipalities were represented at head of culture 
level, and the Central Denmark Region was assigned 
the chairmanship as a ‘neutral’ player.

In the application process, the Steering Group served 
as a central forum in relation to the decisions that 
had to be made about organisation, finances and 
programme. Among other things, it was essential to 
ensure that the Capital of Culture became a regional 
project – not just on paper – and that every munici-
pality, regardless of its size and geographical distance 
to Aarhus, would gain reasonable profits from the 
venture. And with the ambition that the Capital of 
Culture should not simply be a particularly festive year, 
but a long-term, strategic commitment, it was crucial 
to secure a link between the project and relevant local, 
regional and European strategies.

In order to provide a level of security that the 18 mu-
nicipalities would gain reasonable profits from their 
investment, a guarantee was written into the contracts 
with the Foundation, stating that each municipality 
would gain at least a 1:1 return on investment in the 
form of local programme activities. 

Obviously, the return on investment figure does not 
say a lot about the municipalities’ actual profits, which 
reach far beyond the financial value of the projects, 
and monitoring this has not been unproblematic. The 
starting point was that calculations would be based on 
information from the individual projects.

However, as a political measure, the guarantee was 
decisive in terms of securing political support for the 
application.

1.5 Regional collaboration
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Although Aarhus did not sit at the top of the table in 
the regional collaboration, there is no doubt that the 
City of Aarhus played an essential role in terms of 
setting up the partnership and making it work. Aarhus 
had to show its willingness to hand over sovereignty 
and take responsibility for the project’s relevance in a 
regional perspective. The political backing for the project 
was not as unambiguous in all municipalities as it was 
in Aarhus, and again, as mentioned earlier, Alderman 
for Culture Marc Perera Christensen (Conservative Peo-
ple’s Party) in particular took on the task of convincing 
politicians in other municipalities about the value of the 
venture. 

In order to ensure that communication about the 
Capital of Culture reached as many relevant players and 
citizens as possible, a regional communication network 
was set up in addition to the Regional Steering Group, 
consisting of heads of communication and/or staff 
from all municipalities and the region. The network was 
useful, not only in relation to external communication, 
but also in terms of spreading information internally in 
the individual municipalities. For the Aarhus 2017 Foun-
dation, it was a useful forum for securing adequate and 
relevant communication from key parties.

This meant that the regional dimension was included in 
all aspects of the application work and the implementa-
tion, something that undoubtedly contributed to giving 
the application and the project weight, and continues 
to serve as inspiration for future Capitals of Culture.

“We develop ourselves through contact with other 
cultures. European Capital of Culture has partners 
from more than 40 countries, demonstrating most 
effectively that culture can be in the vanguard 
of efforts to set up new partnerships and inspire 
members of the public and commercial enterprises 
to get involved.”

Former Chair of the Regional Council Bent Hansen, Aarhus 2017 
programme book, October 2016
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1.6 Business clusters 1.7 Application process

The ambition level as regards support from the business 
sector and private foundations was very high from the be-
ginning. The challenge was of course that it was difficult 
to create commitment and make binding decisions such 
a long time before the project was to unfold, especially as 
the concrete projects that were to form part of the 2017 
venture were only in their initial preparatory phase.

The Capital of Culture concept was not widely known, 
but even so, project promoters succeeded in generating 
interest with private businesses quite early in the process. 
In the summer of 2011, Business Network Aarhus took 
the initiative to an informational meeting, and the result 
was the establishment of five business clusters consist-
ing of representatives from private businesses, cultural 
institutions and the municipality.

The actual work was coordinated by Business Network 
Aarhus, but the individual clusters organised their own 
meetings, including deciding what they would focus on 
– e.g. ideas development, communication and specific 
initiatives as well as collaboration between cultural life 
and the business community in more general terms.

In February 2012, a mass meeting for all the clusters 
was held, which at the time had the support of some 
80 businesses, with sponsor strategy as its theme. After 
this, steps were taken to spread the concept to the rest 
of the region. A new mass meeting was held in Aarhus in 
August 2012 with the purpose of preparing the business 
sector’s participation and role in the international jury’s 
visit to Aarhus on 22 August.

The application work from 2008 to 2012 was divided 
into four phases: a mapping phase, a vision phase, 
which was to outline possible themes and concepts, a 
project phase, which was to generate key projects with 
a view to creating a foundation for the initial applica-
tion, and finally, a phase with programme review and 
securing of strategic partnerships.

As a part of the preparations, five conferences/semi-
nars were held:
- Launch conference (October 2008) with more than  
 200 participants, 6 international keynote speakers,  
 including some from former ECoC cities, and a 
 number of presentations by local representatives.
- Seminar on cultural mapping (March 2009) with 
 150 participants, which provided input for possible  
 themes in the mapping.
- Regional presentation conference (May 2009) with  
 160 participants and a number of presentations 
 and workshops, including four presentations by  
 representatives from former ECoC cities.
- Where’s Europe? – International seminar (Septem- 
 ber 2009). Three-day conference held in three  
 different cities (Aarhus, Herning and Holstebro)  
 with 160 participants and 17 international keynote  
 speakers, which focused on international collabora- 
 tion and European themes.
- Rethink the Future – vision conference (August 2010).  
 150 participants.

Aarhus 2017 promotion at the Ministry of Culture, 2012 
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SWOT 

Visions seminary

Visitor: This is Aarhus, Ridehuset 

SWOT

The exhibition: This is Aarhus, Ridehuset

Business Network Aarhus: This is Aarhus, Ridehuset 

Visions seminary

The Frontrunners: This is Aarhus, Ridehuset

Visitors: This is Aarhus, Ridehuset 
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Visions seminary

The Frontrunners: This is Aarhus, Ridehuset

The preparation process

Visitors: This is Aarhus, Ridehuset 

PHASE 1: 
CULTURAL MAPPING AND SWOT ANALYSIS – 2009-10
The project was based on the ‘cultural planning’ 
method, which meant that ‘cultural mapping’ was an in-
tegrated aspect in the preparations. We used 18 different 
quantitative and quantitative methods and worked with:
- Mapping of the cultural sector
- Mapping of the creative sector (architecture, design,  
 fashion and new media)
- Mapping of the city’s spaces and character
- Mapping of values
A series of 13 thematic SWOT workshops (625 partici-
pants in all) was held in Aarhus during the summer of 
2009. Subsequently, regional workshops were held in 
Horsens, Randers, Holstebro, Viborg, Silkeborg, Had-
sten (for the Eastern Jutland Cultural Circle) and Ulfborg 
(for the Cultural Collaboration in Central and West 
Jutland), with 350 participants in all.

PHASE 2: 
VISION SEMINARS – 2010
The Rethink the Future conference was the starting sig-
nal for 13 vision seminars as a launch pad for the 2017 
programme. Between six and ten strategic projects were 
developed for each theme.

PHASE 3: 
PROJECT WORKSHOPS – 2011
The many individual projects were then developed by 
the involved arts and cultural organisations, NGOs, 
community groups, artists, municipal administrations 
and creative companies. Most of the projects involved 
several partners, and many could be described as net-
work projects.

PHASE 4: 
REVIEW AND RE-FOCUSING – 2011-2012
Once the initial application had been submitted on 30 
September 2011, the final phase focused on an intensive 
programme development process, involving public part-
ners, external partners and European partners.

CITY COUNCIL 

STRATEGY
& GOALS
JAN 2009 

10 CULTURAL 
MAPPINGS

PHASE 1
MAY 2009 -
JULY 2010 

13 VISION 
SEMINARS 
PHASE 2 

AUG - DEC 2010

PROGRAMME
WORKSHOPS

PHASE 3
JAN - JULY 2011

1. APPLICATION 
PHASE 4
SEP 2011

2. APPLICATION
JUNE 2012

CITY COUNCIL COMMITEE / CENTRAL DK REGION / MUNICIPALITIES IN CENTRAL DK REGION 

KNOWLEDGE & CONTACT FORUM / REGIONAL STEERING GROUP / AARHUS LOCAL REFERENCE GROUP
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2. Handover to the Aarhus 2017 
 Foundation (2012-13)

After the designation of Aarhus as European Capital of 
Culture 2017, which took place in Copenhagen on 24 
August 2012, the immediate main task of the City of 
Aarhus was to hand over the work with the preparation 
and completion of the project to the Foundation that 
had been described in the application. The statutes for 
the Foundation had already been approved by Aar-
hus City Council in May 2012, and both the politically 
appointed and the independent members of the Board 
had been selected before the title had been won.

The Mayor of Aarhus was the ex-officio chairman of the 
Board, and the Alderman for Culture was an ex-officio 
member. The six independent members of the first 
Board were selected for the period of 2012-15 by Aarhus 
City Council at a closed meeting in June 2012. After 
this, any replacement of existing members was to 
happen by co-option.

The City of Aarhus set up the Foundation via a City 
Council resolution on 9 May 2012 and the payment of 
DKK 300,000 as the Foundation’s base capital. Imme-
diately after the appointment, Culture and Citizens’ 
Services and the Mayor’s Office together launched a 
process to register the Foundation with the Danish 
Business Authority and clarify a number of tax and VAT 
matters. The registration as a commercial foundation 
took place on 13 November 2012.

In the interim period between the appointment and 
the accession of a management for the Foundation, 
Culture and Citizens’ Services served as secretariat for 
the Board. The Board held its first meeting even before 
the title had been won in order to prepare for the jury’s 
visit in August 2012. From October 2012 to June 2013, 
the Board held four meetings and a thematic seminar. 
During these, they discussed the organisation, budget 
for 2013, specific project funding, communication strategy, 
strategy in relation to the Government’s contribution, 
and management recruitment.

The recruitment of a Chief Executive Officer and a 
Programme Director had particularly high priority in 
the interim period. In early February 2013, Rebecca 
Matthews was appointed as CEO and introduced at a 
press conference on 24 February. However, she would 
not take up her position until 1 June 2013. The position 
as Programme Director was advertised at the same 
time, but the Board was not able to find a candidate 
who they considered suitable for the position during 
the first round of interviews. The position was re-adver-
tised, and Gitte Just was appointed and took up office 
on 1 September 2013.

Originally, it had been decided that the interim period 
would last until 1 April 2013, where the management 
was expected to be in place. The project manager for 
the application work continued the work through to 
the beginning of March 2013, particularly with a view 
to securing progress in the project development that 
had been going on for several years. By then, nine staff 
members were affiliated with the 2017 secretariat, of 
whom three were seconded from the City of Aarhus 
(more about this in section 3.2) and one from the 
Central Denmark Region.

In addition to this, Culture and Citizens’ Services 
supplied interim management in the form of the 
Director for Culture and Citizens’ Services and the 
Head of Culture, support for the communication task 
and offices at the Freight Yard. An agreement was 
set up between the Centre for Finance and Person-
nel (CFP) at Culture and Citizens’ Services and the 
Foundation according to which the CFP would handle 
financial and personnel tasks for the Foundation (more 
about this in section 3.3). Due to the delay in the 
appointment of the Programme Director, two seconded 
staff members held the overall responsibility for pro-
gramme development from March to September 2013 
so that continuity could be maintained.

After the appointment of the CEO, a number of meet-
ings were held with a view to handing over knowledge 
and responsibility, and as can be seen in section 3, 
close contact was maintained between the Foundation 
and the City of Aarhus throughout the project period.
 

2.1 Interim management and servicing of the Foundation, 
 and establishment of a new organisation
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For many years, the City of Aarhus has had a practice 
in the cultural field of making four-year agreements 
with the cultural institutions that receive annual 
appropriations of at least DKK 1 million. With the City 
Council’s decision to contribute DKK 100 million to the 
Foundation, the need for such a contract was obviously 
brought into sharp focus. The contribution was to be 
paid by the Dept. of Culture, and this was where the 
contract was prepared, based on a standard form used 
in the department.

These agreements focus on the effects of the individual 
institution’s activities, for instance, no. of exhibitions, 
no. of visitors, audience, no. of tickets sold, the age 
and gender composition of the audience and much 
more. The agreement with Aarhus 2017 followed this 
format. The agreement with Aarhus 2017 was drawn up 
so that the Foundation had to work to fulfil six strategic 
targets that were approved by Aarhus City Council 
in 2011, and which formed part of the application to 
become European Capital of Culture.

The agreement with the Foundation was signed in 
2014. Subsequently, the Foundation and the City of 
Aarhus discussed in detail how the fulfilment of the 
strategic targets could best be documented, and this 
resulted in a number of KPIs (Key Performance Indi-
cators) being set up for each target. These indicators 
were included in the Foundation’s Strategic Business 
Plan for 2015, and the target fulfilment was discussed 
at annual business meetings with the Foundation.

The other municipalities in the region had listed a 
more one-dimensional condition for their contribu-
tion, which was related to the return on investment, 
cf. section 1.5. This did not appear in the contract 
with Aarhus, as the City wanted far wider professional 
effects documented.

One particular problem in this connection was the 
issue of the formal supervision of the Foundation. As 
founder, the City of Aarhus could not legally attend to 
this, so, after discussions with the Danish Agency for 
Culture (later on the Agency for Culture and Palaces) 
at the beginning of 2015, the final model was that the 
Government as main contributor to the Foundation 
would undertake the supervisory obligation pursuant 
to the Operating Grants Act, while the City of Aarhus 
would only have budgets and accounts presented for 
orientation. However, the Danish Business Authority 
would also undertake supervision pursuant to the 
Commercial Foundations Act.

In reality, the Government’s supervision in both areas 
was of a very formal character, and in terms of the 
Foundation’s results, it was still the City of Aarhus – 
and especially concerning the geographical distribution 
of the Foundation’s activities, the other 18 municipalities 
in the region and the Regional Steering Group – that 
maintained a continual content-related dialogue with 
the Foundation about how the conditions for the fund-
ing for the Foundation were continually met.

However, in this connection it should be mentioned 
that the EU’s international jury continually kept track 
of whether the content of the application that formed 
the basis for the designation also appeared to be 
realised to a satisfactory degree. The jury’s considera-
tions about this were expressed both at the meetings 
held with the Foundation and in the reports that were 
prepared on the basis of these, which from time to 
time contained critical questions about the project 
development.

2.2 The City of Aarhus’ contract with the Foundation 



Aarhus 2017 exhibition: The journey to 2017 at Ridehuset, Aarhus, 14-18 April 2015
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3. Collaboration between the City of Aarhus  
 and the Aarhus 2017 Foundation (2013-18)

Naturally, a Capital of Culture project depends entirely 
on the content that can be presented. As shown in the 
previous sections, the different departments of the 
City of Aarhus were strongly involved in the project 
development, even in the actual application phase, just 
as continuity was secured in the project development 
from the designation and through to the establishment 
of the independent organisation of the Aarhus 2017 
Foundation at the middle of 2013.

After this, the further development of existing and new 
projects took place in direct collaboration between 
the Foundation and the individual project owners and 
partners. As shown in the report ‘IMPACT – European 
Capital of Culture Aarhus 2017’ from April 2018, all 
departments in the City of Aarhus were involved in sev-
eral projects. In the final programme, a large number 
projects were linked directly to the different strategies 
in the city.

Section 4 is about a number of these projects, and 
so-called strategic projects have been selected, which 
have a multi-annual perspective. For each project, the 
involved departments and institutions have assessed 
how the project is expected to have an influence on 
future tasks and activities.

The departments’ deep involvement in specific projects 
is of decisive importance to the lasting impact of 
Aarhus 2017, and this aspect is dealt with in section 5.

As described earlier, the Aarhus 2017 Foundation 
was set up by the City of Aarhus, which contributed 
the base capital of DKK 300,000. The statutes also 
stipulated that the Mayor of Aarhus was the ex-officio 
chairman of the Board and the Alderman for Culture 
was an ex-officio member. Finally, it was stipulated in 
the Foundation’s internal regulations that the Direc-
tor of Culture and Citizens’ Services and the Head of 
Culture would participate in the Board’s meetings as 
observers.

Throughout the period 2013-18, there has been close 
discussions at management level between the Foun-
dation and Culture and Citizens’ Services via weekly 
meetings between the Foundation’s CEO, the Director 
of Culture and Citizens’ Services and the Head of Cul-
ture. The meetings have been of an informal character 
and have addressed the issues that the CEO has want-
ed to discuss. Whenever this has been relevant, other 
people from the Foundation or the City of Aarhus have 
also been invited to the meetings.

The discussions have been marked, to some extent, by 
the CEO’s non-Danish background, and they have en-
abled her to better manoeuvre in a Danish reality with 
its political norms, employment practices, foundations 
and business structures etc. They have also secured a 
high information level with the management at Culture 
and Citizens’ Services about the project’s progress.

3.1 Programme collaboration 3.2 Organisational collaboration
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A special challenge in terms of securing the closest 
possible collaboration between the Foundation and the 
City of Aarhus originates in the City’s role as founder 
of the Foundation. This entails that the City of Aarhus 
must not have a decisive influence on the Foundation’s 
operation, including that the City must not have the 
power of approval in relation to budgets and accounts 
or any powers of instruction in general.

The legal structure was the object of great interest from 
the media, which quoted several people from the legal 
profession who expressed doubts about its legality. The 
case was presented to the Danish Business Authority, 
who approved the structure in a letter dated 11 Decem-
ber 2017.

Right from the actual application process, it has been 
crucial that the Foundation should be manned both 
by personnel hired by the Foundation itself and by 
personnel seconded from the region and the 19 
municipalities.

This was very much tied up with the project’s high 
weighting of competence development, not only as an 
important element in the individual projects, but also 
for the staff members from the region and the munici-
palities who had been seconded to the secretariat. The 
idea was that they would return with new experience 
and competences for the benefit of themselves and 
their administrations, so that the competences gained 
were not lost to the region and the municipalities. The 
secondment model would also reduce the Founda-
tion’s administrative expenses significantly, which 
would leave more money for content.

The model that was approved entailed that for the 
period 2013-18, 50 full-time equivalents would be made 
available to the Foundation by the City of Aarhus, 18 
full-time equivalents by the Central Denmark Region, 
and 7 full-time equivalents by the other 18 municipal-
ities combined. Out of the 50 full-time equivalents, 
Culture and Citizens’ Services would provide 18.

A framework agreement about secondment was made 
between the Foundation and the City of Aarhus in 
2014. In practice, some of the staff had already been 
working on the project for a long time, and there was 
great continuity in the staffing on the City of Aarhus’ 
part, to the benefit of both parties.

A special secondment agreement became relevant 
when the Programme Director resigned from her 
position in September 2014. From September 2014 
to March 2015, the head of Filmby Aarhus, Carsten 
Holst, was seconded part-time as Programme Director, 
sharing the position with a part-time seconded staff 
member from Horsens Municipality’s Dept. of Culture, 
Ole Wolf. When Juliana Engberg was employed as the 
new Programme Director from April 2015, Carsten 
Holst continued part-time as Strategic Advisor to 
Aarhus 2017.

The combined secondment from the City of Aarhus 
ended up as about 31 full-time equivalents, of which 
about half came from Culture and Citizens’ Services. 
The remaining share of the 50 full-time equivalents 
was settled as a cash contribution to the Foundation. 
The region realised approx. 14 full-time equivalents as 
secondments, and the other 18 municipalities provided 
just over four full-time equivalents together.



FROM IDEA TO LASTING IMPACT | The City of Aarhus’ involvement in the Capital of Culture project 2005-18    21

One particular challenge for a Capital of Culture project 
is handling the finance function, not least financial 
management. The budgets are very large, and they 
are to be spent over a short period of time with very 
significant uncertainty factors on both the credit and 
the debit sides. Added to this, it was a huge challenge 
for Aarhus 2017 that the government contribution was 
announced very late, i.e. far into 2014, almost two years 
after the designation.

An independent foundation would struggle to recruit 
sufficiently competent personnel for a limited period, 
and as these are primarily publicly funded projects, 
demands about professional and secure management 
and openness about procedures and codes of practice 
are extensive.

Mayor and Chairman of the Foundation Jacob Bundsgaard 
(Social Democratic Party) therefore decided at an early 
stage to recommend that the Centre for Finance and 
Personnel (CFP) at Culture and Citizens’ Services would 
handle both the finance and the personnel functions 
for the Foundation. CFP had all the necessary compe-
tences and experience with regulations and norms for 
the management of public funds.

An agreement between the Foundation and CFP was 
signed at the middle of 2013 by the Foundation’s CEO 
and CFP. It was based on the Foundation funding a 
full-time administrator and CFP making other staff 
resources available corresponding to approx. one full-
time position for the entire period of 2013-18 as part of 
the secondment obligation. If further resources were 
required, these would be paid for by the Foundation 
at an hourly rate. This meant that CFP participated 
beyond the agreed support tasks related to the control 
of the programme budget and reporting to foundations 
that had contributed to the Aarhus 2017 Foundation.

In headline form, CFP was to handle the following tasks:
• Preparation of codes of practice concerning salary,  
 staff and finances
• Administrative functions in connection with employ- 
 ment and dismissal
• Salary administration, including consultancy assignments
• Preparation of budgets
• Financial control, including liquidity control
• Preparation of accounts
• Preparation of a chart of accounts in the chosen  
 financial system
• Voucher handling and disbursements
• Statutory foundation reports
• Presentation of financial and foundation reports to  
 the Board

The decision-making power in connection with, for in-
stance, employment and financial arrangements would 
continue to rest with the Foundation.

In the discussions with the Danish Agency for Cul-
ture about supervision of the Foundation, the Agency 
characterised Aarhus 2017 as a “high-risk project”. This 
should be seen in the light of a number of large cultural 
projects in different parts of Denmark where finances 
had run out of control. However, the close and profes-
sional collaboration between the Foundation and CFP 
ensured that at its meeting on 4 September 2018, the 
Board was able to decide to ask the law firm Kromann 
Reumert to apply to the Danish Business Authority and 
the Civil Affairs Agency for permission to liquidate the 
Foundation. Upon liquidation, the Foundation’s capital 
is expected to amount to approx. DKK 1.5 million.

During the process, the press obviously showed great 
interest in the project and not least in the financial 
management, including the handling of so-called ‘sen-
sitive expenses’, such as meeting and travel expenses. 
However, as the Foundation had operated under the 
City of Aarhus’ usual guidelines, there was no basis 
for negative media stories, despite the otherwise very 
thorough research on the part of the media.

3.3 Finance and personnel function
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The Government’s promise of funding for Aarhus 2017 
included a requirement that VisitDenmark use a total of 
DKK 6 million for international marketing of the Capital 
of Culture project.

In order to gain the maximum benefit from this, it was 
decided in early 2015 to create a partnership in the form 
of a tourism consortium between the relevant parties. In 
addition to VisitDenmark, these parties were the Aarhus 
2017 Foundation, the City of Aarhus, the Central Den-
mark Region and of course the local tourism organisa-
tions, VisitAarhus and Central Jutland Tourism.

VisitDenmark accepted the invitation. This was of 
decisive importance, as the allocated sum would not be 
administrated by the Foundation, but by VisitDenmark 
itself.

The first meeting was held in May 2015, and at the 
following meeting in August, the terms of reference for 
the consortium were adopted. The purpose was de-
scribed as follows: “The purpose of the Consortium is to 
have the strategic responsibility for the tourism work in re-
lation to Aarhus 2017 and hereby to contribute to ensuring 
that the Capital of Culture year becomes a real lever for 
promotion of cultural tourism in Aarhus and the Central 
Denmark Region. Further to this, it is a special purpose to 
support the rooting of the tourism effort beyond 2017 and 
thus to secure as many long-term effects as possible.”

In addition, a number of success criteria and measuring 
methods were established. The City Manager of the City 
of Aarhus chaired the Consortium.

The last meeting in the Consortium was held in 2017, 
and it was agreed that excellent results had been 
achieved, not only in terms of an increase in the 
number of overnight stays in Aarhus and the Region, 
but also in relation to the international media interest 
in both the Capital of Culture project and Aarhus as a 
tourist destination.

3.4 Tourism Consortium
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Aarhus 2017 would offer events in Aarhus on an 
unprecedented scale and much more frequently than 
ever seen before. One of the decisive criteria for the 
selection of host cities is the ability to deliver the 
programme that forms the basis for the application. 
Aarhus very clearly had both the cultural infrastructure 
and experience with large cultural projects. Excellent 
cooperation had also been developed between the 
authorities – both within the municipality and beyond 
– that would guarantee the most efficient and smooth 
unrolling of large events.

With inspiration from San Sebastian in Spain – Euro-
pean Capital of Culture in 2016 – Culture and Citizens’ 
Services took the initiative to appoint a committee that 
would further prepare the city for the comprehensive 
venture. The committee was named ‘Readiness Com-
mittee’, signalling the city’s readiness for the coming 
events.

The terms of reference stated that the Committee 
would work with the big projects and events, such as 
the Opening and Closing events, mega events and the 
so-called ‘full moon events’. The Committee would 
only handle events in Aarhus, and would not have 
to make decisions that were already placed in other 
forums.

In specific terms, it had to deal with:
• Traffic/logistics
• Permissions for area usage
• Event coordination 
• Communication/city dressing
• Audience management/reception of visitors
• Overnight accommodation

The Committee was composed of representatives 
from the following institutions and departments at top 
management level:
• The Aarhus 2017 Foundation (CEO and Programme  
 Director)
• VisitAarhus (Director)
• The Mayor’s Office (City Manager, Finance Manager  
 and Event Manager)
• Dept. of Technical Services and Environment (Director  
 and Head of Dept. for the Centre for City Use)
• Dept. of Culture and Citizens’ Services (Director and  
 Head of Culture)

The Director of Culture and Citizens’ Services chaired 
the Committee. In addition, top level representatives 
from the East Jutland Police participated in a number 
of the meetings, and other people were summoned on 
an ad hoc basis, for instance the Foundation’s Produc-
tion Manager.

The Committee held 12 meetings from May 2015 to 
October 2017, particularly frequently towards the end 
of 2016 and in early 2017. Multitudes of strategic deci-
sions were made, and in addition to this, the meetings 
contributed to securing a high level of information at 
the top management levels in the involved bodies.

The Readiness Committee cannot claim all the credit 
for the successful execution of the large Opening event 
on 21 January 2017, but it showed the city’s readiness 
to accommodate such a large event and the Foundation’s 
professionalism in planning and executing large events. 
Throughout the rest of the year, the large number of 
events were also completed largely without friction.

3.5 Readiness Committee
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As described in the application from 2012, the Capital 
of Culture entered into a strategic partnership with 
Aarhus University with a view to procuring an inde-
pendent evaluation of the Capital of Culture and at the 
same time develop new perspectives and methods for 
evaluation of culture.

One important ambition with the partnership was to 
spread out the perspective to encompass more than 
just the financial effect of the Capital of Culture project. 
Five research areas were defined, which were to be 
assessed in collaboration with researchers from Aarhus 
University, other universities and former Capitals of 
Culture, where there was relevant experience to be 
tapped into in relation to an evaluation. Here, Liver-
pool’s research programme – impacts08 – played a 
significant role. The five areas were: cultural, financial, 
political/organisational, image/identity and social im-
pact, i.e. effects of the project in very broad terms.

The partnership took effect from 2013 and was given 
the title rethinkIMPACTS 2017 and a budget of DKK 10 
million (DKK 5 million from the Aarhus 2017 Foun-
dation and DKK 5 million from Aarhus University) 
to complete the research-based and independent 
evaluation of the Capital of Culture. A steering group 
was set up with representatives from the University, the 
Foundation, the Central Denmark Region and the City 
of Aarhus. The last two were included on the assump-
tion that as the most significant partners in 2017, they 
would be the ones who had an interest in the subject 
of the evaluation in the longer term, and therefore, they 
would play an important role as advisors.

The research-based evaluation was important, not least 
to the City of Aarhus, as it took its starting point in the 
six strategic targets for the Capital of Culture, which 
also made up the results targets in the contract be-
tween the Aarhus 2017 Foundation and the City of Aar-
hus, cf. section 2.2. The six targets were rather complex 
and therefore not immediately suitable as indicators 
in a research context. This meant that a huge task lay 
ahead in terms of ‘breaking down’ the strategic targets 
into a large number of indicators that could be used as 
a basis for gathering data and investigating the extent 
to which the Foundation had succeeded in reaching the 
finishing line.

In addition to the final evaluation of the venture, it was 
the ambition that rethinkIMPACTS would bring knowl-
edge to the Capital of Culture project along the way, so 
that the researchers would contribute to the develop-
ment and implementation of the project. In retrospect, 
that was probably a bit on the ambitious side. By the 
time rethinkIMPACTS had knowledge to contribute, the 
Foundation had such an intense focus on production 
and delivering the year that it was difficult to incorpo-
rate this knowledge into the organisation.

The final evaluation has been presented on 10 Decem-
ber 2018. However, the long-term effects of the Capital 
of Culture should probably rather be measured in 
decades.

3.6 rethinkIMPACTS 2017
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rethinkIMPACTS 2017 conference: RE-DO – On sustainability and culture’s role in sustainable futures, 
Aarhus University, 28-31 October 2015.



26   

European Youth Consensus, a summit for European youth
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4. Selected projects

In Aarhus 2017, the programme was based around a 
decade – from 2008 to 2018. The idea behind the pro-
gramme concept was the objective that Aarhus 2017 would 
strengthen the long-term development and significance of 
arts and culture. From 2008, the work therefore focused 
on a process that involved a wide group of people. The 
projects in the application were phrased on the players’ 
needs and visions revealed in open co-creation processes 
and driven by alliances where people joined forces to boost 
large and more visionary projects rather than concentrat-
ing on individual projects.

In the application work, the departments of the City of 
Aarhus worked purposefully to create projects for the Aar-
hus 2007 programme in which art and culture interacted 
with key areas in the city. In the final programme, a large 
number of projects were linked directly to the different 
strategies in the city.

A significant part of the programme were the so-called 
‘strategic projects’. The majority of these projects emerged 
directly from the application process and spanned several 
years. The strategic projects formed the foundation for the 
ambition that the Capital of Culture would not only be an 
incredibly spectacular year with a vast number of experi-
ences, but that the venture would also be used to build 
competences and networks among the players.

The following section presents a selection of the projects in 
which the City of Aarhus used art and culture to enhance a 
variety of core tasks. A more comprehensive review of the 
City of Aarhus’ involvement in the programme can be seen 
in the catalogue ‘IMPACT – European Capital of Culture 
Aarhus 2017’, which is available in a printed version in 
Danish and English and on the City of Aarhus’ website.

Section 4.2 presents projects in which Culture and Citi-
zens’ Services’ different departments and institutions par-
ticipated. Section 4.1 presents an example from each of the 
other five Departments in the City of Aarhus. Section 4.3 
mentions the different, but very distinct events in connec-
tion with the opening and closing of the Capital of Culture 
year. Here, the City of Aarhus was particularly involved in 
the two children’s openings, which were an innovation 
within the entire Capital of Culture concept.

4.1 Selected strategic projects 
 – other City of Aarhus Departments 

EUROPEAN YOUTH CONSENSUS / 
CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE
European Youth Consensus was a European summit for 
young people, created by young people. The object was 
to use art and culture as tools for establishing Euro-
pean communities where young people could get in-
volved in democracy and rights. Some 500-600 young 
people from Aarhus and Fredericia participated in the 
planning and execution of EYC 2017, 87 delegates from 
Aarhus incl. the Children’s and Young People’s City 
Council, 40 young delegates from other Danish cities 
and 150 young delegates from other parts of Europe.

The Children’s and Young People’s City Council 
officially hosted the summit and were involved in both 
development and planning of the summit. Their focus 
was on young people’s involvement in democratic pro-
cesses, and cultural diversity across Europe. The young 
delegates experienced that although they came from 
different cultural backgrounds, their mindsets were 
quite similar. Art and culture created new European 
communities, which the young people would like to 
examine and cultivate further in future.

EYC 2017 involved quite a few players. Experience and 
perspectives from both existing and new collabora-
tive relations are expected to contribute to improving 
future collaboration projects in Children and Young 
People and in this way help strengthen the vision about 
‘stronger communities’. The schools in Aarhus that 
were involved in EYC 2017 developed capacities within 
innovation and entrepreneurship, and experience from 
this can be an inspiration for future teaching projects.

The project has taught us that young people would 
like to get involved in democracy and rights if room 
is created for both their structured and unstructured 
communities. Young people have something to say, 
something that they would like to share with others. 
They want real influence on both processes and activity 
content, and when they are shown confidence, they 
seize the opportunity and get involved.

“Thousands of people have put in thousands of 
working hours to reach this milestone. And now we 
are here. Aarhus 2017 is way past the stage of project 
design and questions of finance. Now, it is all about 
enjoyment and artistic content of the highest calibre.”

Former Minister for Culture Bertel Haarder, Aarhus 2017 programme 
book, October 2016
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HOLLYWOODGE / 
SOCIAL AFFAIRS AND EMPLOYMENT
HollyWoodge was an international methods devel-
opment project that identified ways in which entre-
preneurs, businesses and municipalities can create 
jobs in the crossfield between culture and industry. 
Participants from four European cities – Aarhus, Lodz 
in Poland, Hull in the United Kingdom and Rotterdam 
in the Netherlands – participated actively in the project, 
including young people from production schools, un-
employed, entrepreneurs and professional artists and 
businesses with job or collaboration potential.

The project was carried out as a methods development 
project and was subsequently selected as a presenta-
tion project in connection with the European Commis-
sion’s structured dialogue with the cultural sector on 
collaboration and social inclusion through ‘Partnering 
with Other Sectors’.

The chosen methods were ‘cross-pollination’ in the im-
plementation phase and ‘constructive design research’ 
in the process phase with a view to gathering knowledge 
on the subject ‘Culture and Employment’. This process 
method entails that the insight and knowledge that is 
generated in the project can be used in a transparent 
and dynamic evaluation.

The HollyWoodge project was evaluated in the form of 
a ‘Think-Say-Do-Book’, which consists of an interactive 
PDF file with videos about the different steps in the 
process and about methods and insights based on the 
questions: What did we think? What did we say, when 
we had thought? And What did we do, after we had 
said and thought? This evaluation method was the very 
reason why the project was selected as an EU presenta-
tion project.

The project has generated greater knowledge about 
how young people can convert their creativity and 
specific ideas into a lasting career – either as self-
employed or as employees.

RETHINK AGEING / 
HEALTH AND CARE
Rethink Ageing examines the themes of body, gender, 
identity and sexuality with a focus on the 60+ social 
group.

Health and Care has collaborated with Svalholm Dans 
about shows inspired by the theme Rethink Ageing, 
where senior citizens aged 60+ have performed on 
stage. This has resulted in two choreographic works 
featuring senior citizens on stage. The first work, 
Circuit – a reflection on ageing (2016), with 22 senior 
citizens on stage, was performed at the Freight Yard 
and Bora Bora Theatre in Aarhus, and the second work, 
Ultima (2017), which saw 40 senior citizens on stage, 
was also performed at Bora Bora.

Rethink Ageing was launched in 2015 where Svalholm 
Dans met with a group of senior citizens and upper 
secondary school students for three hours once a week 
at Local Support Centre Møllestien, Aarhus. Feedback 
from the senior citizens have shown that in addition 
to having a brilliant experience by participating in the 
show, they have formed new communities through 
dance, gained new competences, and improved their 
physical and mental health.

Svalholm now collaborates with 70 senior citizens, 
and has just launched a series of so-called DESIRE 
workshops in partnership with Health and Care. In 
these workshops, selected target groups, for instance 
nursing home residents, people on early retirement 
and vulnerable elderly people in their own homes, have 
the opportunity to experience Svalholm Dans’ work 
methods close up through body, senses, feelings and 
creativity.

The purpose is to develop and support Svalholm Dans’ 
senior citizens from the Rethink Ageing project as role 
models, so that they become more independent and gain 
the courage to take the initiative to create similar projects 
of their own accord. A further purpose is to offer mean-
ingful communities to elderly citizens who rarely partici-
pate in existing options, and to clarify which other target 
groups might benefit from Svalholm Dans’ methods.
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Rethink Ageing, Svalholm Dans
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RETHINK URBAN HABITATS / 
TECHNICAL SERVICES AND ENVIRONMENT
The vision for Rethink Urban Habitats is a city that is 
richer in life. A city that gives you the same sensation 
as you get on the first real day of spring: Nature is 
alive, and we are part of it! The clear and simple pur-
pose of the project is to increase biodiversity in towns 
and cities.

The project has developed measures that can be taken 
by individuals, the municipality and businesses to 
promote biodiversity, and the message is that with 
relatively small efforts we can make nature far more 
biodiversity-friendly and habitable for more species.

The project has strengthened collaboration between 
the Natural History Museum and the City of Aarhus on 
urban nature projects. One of the visible results of the 
good collaboration is the 15 Bynatur (Urban Nature) 
signs that have been placed around the city centre.

The initiative about allowing more space for nature in 
the city continues even though the Capital of Culture 
year is now over. For instance, the City of Aarhus 
continues to sow wild flowers in the city and leave 
abandoned areas untouched so that nature can make 
its own way there. 

Local residents have also embraced nature. The 
demand for wild nature is increasing, and there are 
several examples of citizens taking on caring for areas 
with the sole purpose of creating wilder nature. One 
example of this is the association Biværdi, which wants 
to transform a drab and worn-down area near the 
sea bath Den Permanente into a haven for wild bees. 
Another example is the residents of Hans Broges Gade 
who engage in life in the street, planting a variety of 
flowers in the verge areas for the benefit of both people 
and animals.

EUTOPIA INTERNATIONAL FESTIVAL / 
MAYOR’S OFFICE
The district of Gellerup formed the backdrop for the 
five-day EUtopia International Festival. The name EUtopia 
means ‘a beautiful place’ in ancient Greek, and the 
goals of EUtopia were to demonstrate the diversity of 
European culture as a positive force for change in a 
new Europe.

The festival offered, among other things, 10 world 
premieres, concerts and a conversation and debate 
programme, which included emeritus bishop Kjeld 
Holm and writers Hassan Preisler and Geeti Amiri. The 
participating artists represented more than 20 coun-
tries – incl. Japan, Ukraine, the USA, Italy and Lebanon. 
This was all spiced up with street food, street art and 
more than 5,000 visitors.

EUtopia also presented its own production, in which 
actors Thure Lindhart and Chadi Abdul Karim per-
formed Hamlet Short – a new, succinct staging of 
Shakespeare’s classic, directed by Christoffer Berdal. In 
this case, the stage was private flats in Gellerup, where 
the audience could enjoy dinner, an intense show, and 
a new way of meeting.

The vision behind EUtopia International Festival was to 
use culture actively in neighbourhood development. 
Gellerup is currently undergoing radical transformation 
based on the Master Plan for Gellerup and Toveshøj. 
Experience from 2017 will be used in, among other 
things, the coming Sports and Culture Campus, which 
combines movement, culture and a new meeting place.

The cultural track in Gellerup goes back to the appli-
cation process and the strategic development work 
in connection with the candidacy. The action plan for 
Cultural Policy 2017-20 follows the cultural track un-
der the headline ‘Gellerup Art Factory’ – an initiative 
that is rooted with the local players such as Cirkus 
Tværs, Sigrids Stue, Gellerup Film Workshop and the 
Rap Academy.
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EUTOPIA Stage, the citizens’ play DARKNESS, Eutopia International Festival, July 2017
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The Mobile Architecture Workshop
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THE EXPERIMENTARIUM OF ARCHITECTURE / 
CULTURE AND CITIZENS’ SERVICES, THE CHILDREN’S 
CULTURE HOUSE
The Experimentarium of Architecture consisted of a wide 
range of architectural projects at the Children’s Culture 
House in Aarhus. It was a unique course of large neigh-
bourhood projects, all with a focus on strengthening 
children’s and young people’s sense of citizenship, 
creativity and democratic education.

Children and young people explore the city and dif-
ferent spaces with a professional architect. They dip 
into the local area’s cultural history and architectural 
resources, and they rethink the city with models of 
what they want to add and change. Through the dif-
ferent activities, they experience how architecture and 
spaces can create cohesion, and that they have a voice 
in relation to the development of the city.

Communicating architecture to children and young 
people has long been a focus area for the Children’s 
Culture House, which, among other things, held an 
international conference about children, young people 
and architecture, and created a Nordic collaboration 
with the same focus prior to the Capital of Culture year. 

Based on the experience from this, The Experimen-
tarium of Architecture  became a strategic project in 
European Capital of Culture Aarhus 2017, among other 
things including The Mobile Architecture Workshop. The 
workshop is set up in a 22-foot shipping container, and 
in 2017, children and young people across the Central 
Denmark Region built imaginative houses on a large 
scale in The Mobile Architecture Workshop.

The projects have led to collaboration in the region and 
internationally, and it is evident that there is a need for 
children and young people to immerse themselves in 
a creative process with professional tools and a gifted 
architect at hand. In 2018, the Mobile Architecture Work-
shop re-visited various municipalities in the Central 
Denmark Region.

THE BIER TRILOGY / 
CULTURE AND CITIZENS’ SERVICES, CONCERT HALL 
AARHUS
The Bier Trilogy rethought three of Oscar-winning 
director Susanne Bier’s huge cinema successes. The 
films Brothers, After the Wedding and Open Hearts were 
interpreted as opera, musical and dance, respectively. 

With the opera Brothers (in collaboration with The Danish 
National Opera and Aarhus Symphony Orchestra), the 
musical After the Wedding (in collaboration with the 
Betty Nansen Theatre), and the dance performance Open 
Hearts (in collaboration with Black Box Dance Company), 
the Bier Trilogy was converted from film to stage in one of 
the greatest ventures in the history of Concert Hall Aarhus. 
Kasper Holten, Peter Langdal and Marie Brolin-Tani were 
responsible for transforming these filmic masterpieces 
from the white screen to the stage.

Brothers, a story about war, brotherhood and love, the 
tale of destiny After the Wedding, and the tragic love 
story Open Hearts all triggered great emotions among 
the audience. And the Bier Trilogy triggered a corre-
sponding audience turnout. The shows were seen by 
more than 40,000 people in Aarhus and Copenhagen, 
respectively, and Brothers won a Reumert award for the 
best opera in 2017.

The collaboration with some of Denmark’s finest direc-
tors and brilliant cultural institutions created valuable 
new experience with co-productions, which Concert 
Hall Aarhus will benefit from in years to come. On this 
background, new ties have already been made with new 
theatres about future productions.

4.2 Selected strategic projects – Culture and Citizens’ Services
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PULSE AARHUS 2017 / 
CULTURE AND CITIZENS’ SERVICES, SPORT AND 
LEISURE
Pulse Aarhus rethought the use of Sport and Leisure’s 
facilities through a series of events featuring music, 
talks, shows and movement activities in new settings. 

These included music by Aarhus Symphony Orchestra 
on the Skating Rink, 300 schoolchildren attending 
Skating Mornings with pop music at full blast, the 
family, water and culture festivals Aqua Days and the 
World Baths at the swimming facilities, Mindful Morning 
on the beach and Blue Rambla Days in the new harbour 
area Aarhus Ø. The events were open to everybody 
in the city and all age groups, and were either free or 
offered at normal ticket prices.

Pulse Aarhus introduced citizens to the city’s rich asso-
ciational life, activity options and healthy communities, 
and the Sport and Leisure gained new collaboration re-
lations with cultural and educational institutions such 
as Aarhus School of Music, Aarhus Tech and Aarhus 
Symphony Orchestra.

The project has resulted in a lot of useful experience, 
and it has challenged the way we use our sports facili-
ties and outdoor areas. We have gained new knowledge 
about innovation and events communication, and we 
have gathered experience with decentralised rooting 
and team development across sectors and units.

Both Aqua Days and the project It Moves will be 
repeated in 2018. Many collaboration partners and a 
lot of experience from Blue Rambla Days have been 
carried on into the maritime popular festival at the 
Sailing World Championships 2018, while experience 
and props are put to new use at events in the indoor 
swimming baths. The collaboration with Aarhus School 
of Music continues, among other things via the re-open-
ing of the swimming facility Badeanstalten Spanien in 
January 2019.

FRESH EYES / 
CULTURE AND CITIZENS’ SERVICES, AARHUS CENTRE 
FOR LITERATURE
In the cross-disciplinary artistic project Fresh Eyes – 
International Artists Rethink Aarhus, Aarhus was expe-
rienced afresh by 11 photo artists and 7 writers from 
across the world. 

Fresh Eyes was a collaboration between Galleri Image 
and Aarhus Centre for Literature, which concluded in 
an art book, an exhibition at Galleri Image, and photo 
and art installations in the surrounding urban space as 
well as seminars, recitations and artist talks. The free 
setting of the project and the duality of the internation-
al meeting the local became a jumping-off point for a 
whole string of new works and projects.

Literature has also been displayed in urban spaces by 
the publishers Forlaget 365TEKSTER in their continual 
literature project Atlas of Aarhus, where they have deco-
rated the city with literature on banners, benches, pizza 
boxes, city bikes etc. In this way, Atlas of Aarhus has 
left a lasting literary imprint in and around Aarhus with 
texts by local residents as well as Danish and foreign 
writers, communicating literature to a large number of 
people. 

The plan is that Atlas of Aarhus will continue through 
to 2020, where the 365 TEXTS that make up the literary 
mapping, will be posted and published around Aarhus, 
while 365TEKSTER as a publisher continues to produce 
publications in ways that will challenge and surprise.

With experience from the mentioned literature projects, 
Aarhus Centre for Literature has created the literature 
festival LiteratureXchange in 2018 and 2019 with an 
international profile and a focus on spreading literature 
in urban spaces.
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STEPPING STONES / 
CULTURE AND CITIZENS’ SERVICES, AARHUS 
SCHOOL OF MUSIC
Message to the Future is one of several shows in a series 
of Stepping Stones. The Stepping Stones shows have 
been organised by Aarhus School of Music over a num-
ber of years. Ideas (e.g. music and images) have been 
passed on like a message in a bottle from one child to 
another, and from one institution to another, and more 
than 10,000 children have contributed to Message to 
the Future.

The project insists on the special quality and insight 
that is found in children and young people’s artistic 
expressions. This is why each exploratorium concludes 
with a presentation in a professional setting. In 2017, 
the exploratoriums culminated in, among other things, 
presentations at Horsens Culture Station, the World 
Baths and at the Children’s Opening and Closing 
events.

The project culminated in a spectacular and unique 
Opening event for European Capital of Culture Aarhus 
2017 in the Large Hall at Concert Hall Aarhus. A show 
about two children, Luck and Fortuna, and their jour-
ney from the darkness into the light with our help. The 
show involved a large classical youth orchestra in dia-
logue with dance, visualisations, narrative and artistry.

To Aarhus School of Music, who was behind the 
project, the objective has been to strengthen children 
and young people’s power of action, discernment and 
ability to dream. The focus has been on developing, 
launching and boosting the inclusive co-creation 
processes and co-productions in interplay with local, 
regional, national and international partners. In 2018, 
there were shows at the opening of the Albus festival 
and the Festival of Light. In 2019, shows will be featured 
in connection with the European Region of Culture 
Festival, Re-discover. 

ORIGINS2017 – RETHINK THE CREATION / 
CULTURE AND CITIZENS’ SERVICES, AARHUS 
SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA
In the course of the Capital of Culture year, Aarhus 
Symphony Orchestra presented the creation story in 
three stages – Rethink the Creation. 

The first part could be experienced when composer 
Joseph Haydn’s oratorio The Creation was performed 
by Aarhus Symphony Orchestra with soloists in April 
2017. A couple of weeks later, the same work was per-
formed – but with quite a different perspective. Using 
Haydn’s masterpiece as a model, upper secondary 
school choirs from the Central Denmark Region and 
soloists interpreted the music, while the story was 
entrusted to Danish rapper Per Vers. This innovation, 
which was thought up by conductor Christian Baltzer, 
was performed in both Viborg and Aarhus. The last 
part of the trilogy was the oratorio Evolution!, which 
could be experienced in September.

The collaboration with the upper secondary school 
choirs formed the foundation for a new initiative based 
on the 2017 project. In collaboration with the upper 
secondary school music teachers, Aarhus Symphony 
Orchestra arranges visits to selected schools in the 
region with a subsequent concert featuring some of 
the students. A week before the concert with the entire 
symphony orchestra, a musician and the orchestra’s 
Children and Young People worker go to the schools to 
draw, play and talk about the orchestra.

The project helps introduce upper secondary school 
students in the Central Denmark Region to symphonic 
music while at the same time upgrading the teaching 
for music teachers and students alike.
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INTERNATIONAL CHILDREN’S LITERATURE FESTIVAL – 
HAY FESTIVAL AARHUS 2017 / 
CULTURE AND CITIZENS’ SERVICES, LIBRARIES AND 
CITIZENS’ SERVICES
In 2017, Aarhus 2017 and the City of Aarhus joined forc-
es with the Hay Festival to present the first internation-
al children’s literature festival ever held in Denmark. It 
took place on 26-29 October at Dokk1 in Aarhus.

The International Children’s Literature Festival delighted 
large numbers of children and adults and brought the 
fairy tale up close when Her Royal Highness Crown 
Princess Mary cut the ribbon at the official opening. 
The festival transformed Dokk1 into a colourful space 
filled with schools, families, writers, illustrators and 
communicators, all focusing on narratives. More than 
20,000 people visited Dokk1 across the four days, and 
the festival enjoyed the participation of more than 50 
writers and illustrators from 20 different countries.

Using the festival in 2017 as a launch pad, the City 
of Aarhus has chosen to create its own international 
festival for children’s literature, which was held for the 
first time on 1-4 November 2018 under the name of 
Albus. Albus is a collaboration between Children and 
Young People and Culture and Citizens’ Services. It is 
organised by the libraries in Aarhus and takes place at 
Dokk1.

The festival draws on the experience from 2017, but 
it is also entirely its own. In 2018, Albus introduced 
audiences and participants to more than 40 writers 
and illustrators – along with a diverse programme with 
more than 80 events spread across four days. Albus 
focuses on the inclusion of children and young people 
to a much higher degree than the festival in 2017, so 
that the children become co-creators of the festival, 
which is evident, for instance, in the corps of Reading 
Ambassadors.

Furthermore, Albus focuses particularly on new formats 
for children’s literature and co-creation, which is re-
flected in Aarhus Public Libraries’ way of working. The 
festival also plays a key role in relation to the efforts to 
strengthen the desire to read and literacy in children 
and young people in Aarhus.
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Opening of the International Children’s Literature Festival, 26 October at Dokk1 in Aarhus
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2017 INHABITANTS OF AARHUS / 
CULTURE AND CITIZENS’ SERVICES, AARHUS CITY 
ARCHIVES
The project 2017 Inhabitants of Aarhus has involved 
many people in Aarhus – across generations and 
social groups – giving them a voice in the description 
of and knowledge about the perception of the history 
of Aarhus, and thereby the age in which they live in a 
wider context.

The city’s identity has been rethought through stories, 
memoirs, interviews, videos, books and photos, which 
speak about the life that has been lived throughout 
the municipality with its schools, streets, districts and 
buildings. The central element of the project is that 
it features the citizens’ own life stories – told in their 
own words and produced in collaboration with schools, 
local community centres, educational institutions or 
local archives.

More than 600 memories have been collected. The 
project has promoted social commitment and citizen 
participation in the production of (their own) culture/
cultural history. Locally, 2017 Inhabitants of Aarhus has 
created new relations between citizens, and new part-
nerships for Aarhus City Archives through collabora-
tion with, among others, primary and lower secondary 
schools, local support centres for the elderly and the 
Lær Dansk language courses, partnerships that reach 
beyond 2017.

At a national level, 2017 Inhabitants of Aarhus has 
been a launch pad for the national memory collection 
campaign ‘Giv det videre’ (Pass it On) – where citizens 
have the opportunity to submit personal memories, 
including photos. The project is a collaboration 
between the Danish broadcasting corporation DR, the 
National Museum of Denmark and the Danish Agency 
for Culture and Palaces, and it is funded by the Nordea 
Foundation. 

2017 Inhabitants of Aarhus has demonstrated new 
ways of looking at storytelling by taking the individual 
citizen’s own experiences, words and any photos as 
the starting point, while at the same time engaging the 
citizens in collecting and communicating their own 
and/or other people’s life stories.

AARHUS STORIES / CULTURE AND CITIZENS’ 
SERVICES, FILMBY AARHUS
With the collaboration project Aarhus Stories, Filmby 
Aarhus, The Old Town and M2Film succeeded in 
creating completely new synergies between museum 
communication and cinematic digital platforms. Five 
animated chapters – created by M2Film and with a 
sound score by DJ Static – brought the story of the city 
of Aarhus to life on the facade of Aarhus Cathedral.

The spell-binding narrative took the audience back 
to some of the city’s most fascinating chapters and 
showed how Aarhus has developed from its estab-
lishment during the Viking Age, through the Middle 
Ages, the Enlightenment, industrialisation, World War 
II, present day’s and tomorrow’s knowledge city and 
the European Capital of Culture. The five animated 
chapters created a magnificent outdoor experience 
for thousands of spectators, and what’s even more 
important: Aarhus Stories was historical knowledge 
communication in a total staging in new settings and a 
new format.

Filmby Aarhus held the overall responsibility for the 
entire project. Throughout the process, The Old Town 
provided historical content knowledge, which M2Film 
and the Filmby converted into compact and gripping 
film narratives. The vision was to create new commu-
nication of knowledge that could be presented outside 
the museum’s walls, right where history was lived. The 
project has created new learning among the involved 
partners, while also succeeding in delivering a spectacular, 
different and intelligent audience success.

Filmby Aarhus and M2 Film have continued the col-
laboration from Aarhus Stories in the event this.nordic, 
which was held over two days at Filmby Aarhus in 
September 2018. The Aarhus 2017 values of sustain-
ability, democracy and diversity formed the basis for 
a conference and festival focusing on creativity and 
business. this.nordic also included Culture Works and 
Aarson, who were in charge of Creativity World Forum 
2017 during the Capital of Culture year.
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Aarhus Stories on the facade of Aarhus Cathedral, 15-18 March 2017
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The Opening event in Aarhus, 21 January 2017
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4.3 Opening and Closing events

OPENING EVENT IN AARHUS, 
SATURDAY 21 JANUARY 2017
Her Majesty Queen Margrethe II officially opened the 
year as European Capital of Culture together with 80 
children from the Engdal School in Brabrand. They sent 
off the 6,000 strong parade to walk from Musikhus-
parken by Frederiks Allé through the city.

In addition to the many participants, the lanterns 
and the shining small ships, the audience experience 
included six 10-12-metre ships decorated with inscrip-
tions from the Jelling stones and loaded with symbols 
for Freedom, Welfare and Education. Each of the ships 
was equipped with loudspeakers and LED lights, and 
the ships’ sails served as canvases on which the spec-
tators could follow the parade and the different visual 
stories.

The light parade was accompanied by voices and 
sounds from opera singers and choristers, lure players, 
Faroese singer Eivör, Danish-Turkish singer Luna 
Ersahin, Aarhus Jazz Orchestra, Aarhus Symphony 
Orchestra and other orchestras.

The parade moved through the city, past Aarhus City 
Hall, Aarhus Central Railway Station, the Bus Station, 
and the stairs by Dokk1, and it all culminated at the 
harbour, where a choir of 900 voices formed the back-
ground for the Viking ships as they lined up. This was 
followed by a moving event where an epic story was 
projected up onto the iconic Aarhus silos, followed by 
fireworks and a rethought musical show by DJ Static.

Estimated audience: 76,000

THE CHILDREN’S SHOW ‘MESSAGE TO THE 
FUTURE’ IN AARHUS, FRIDAY 20 AND 
SATURDAY 21 JANUARY 2017
Message to the Future was an ambitious children’s 
show, created for the opening of Aarhus 2017. 

Aarhus School of Music headed the project, which 
was the culmination of five years of cross-cultural and 
cross-regional collaboration. More than 15,000 chil-
dren and young people participated in the co-creation 
concept that formed the basis for the show. 

In order to collect material, bottled messages were sent 
out far and wide, to neighbouring cities in the region, 
but also to European partners. Each bottled message 
was based on one of nine common, human themes, 
such as dreams or anxiety, and contained, for instance, 
a poem that young musicians could write a melody 
for. The song could then be passed on to, for instance, 
dancers who would choreograph a dance for the music.

The show was performed three times. The show started 
in the foyer of Concert Hall Aarhus, where 120 children 
sang the audience into the narrative, and then contin-
ued in the Great Hall where an orchestra of 100 young 
people and 50 little violinists played for 100 dancers 
and singers. Everything was tied together by a profes-
sional storyteller. Afterwards, the audience moved on 
to the art museum ARoS and Aarhus School of Music 
where they were invited to make their own way through 
the story’s scenarios, which had been co-created by 
400 children and young people from a number of dra-
ma schools, dance schools and music environments.

The concept has now become part of Aarhus School of 
Music’s DNA, and they continue to work with the ex-
perience gathered in the European project Urbact: On 
Stage! The partners from this project are also invited to 
attend a rethought performance of the concept at the 
upcoming Region of Culture Festival, Re-discover!
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Message to the Future
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THE REGIONAL CHILDREN’S OPENING LAND OF 
WISHES ACROSS THE REGION, 
FRIDAY 20 JANUARY 2017
Land of Wishes – Children’s wishes, hopes and dreams 
– was the theme for the Children’s Opening of Aarhus 
2017, which was headed by the Children’s Culture 
House in Aarhus. 

In the City of Aarhus’ version of the regional Children’s 
Opening, Land of Wishes became a decentralised and 
democratic event where school classes, day-care in-
stitutions and clubs collaborated across their own insti-
tutions, creating a joint exhibition locally in the urban 
space. Activities took place during the day to secure 
the participation of children who did not already attend 
culture school activities. All Opening events took place 
in the local area with children aged 1-12, and children 
participated from across the City of Aarhus – from Elev 
and Skødstrup in the north to Malling and Tranbjerg in 
the south and Harlev in the west.

The opening of Land of Wishes was the culmination of a 
4-month creative process. Leading up to the event, the 
Children’s Culture House held a number of inspiration-
al workshops with a professional artist for 132 teachers 
and childcare workers. Land of Wishes became ‘the 
common third’ that made several participants create 
new collaborations. Day-care institutions and schools 
created joint works based on Land of Wishes, and the 
Children’s Culture House initiated collaboration with 
the Social Educator study programme at VIA University 
College Aarhus so that 220 first-year students could 
support the creative process at schools and in day-care 
facilities as part of their education.

Land of Wishes has had a lasting impact on Aarhus, 
where day-care options have set up a creative work-
shop based on the Children’s Opening, for the benefit 
of all institutions in their area, and others continue to 
make new art projects together. The excellent collabora-
tion between VIA and the Children’s Culture House has 
been continued in other projects where art, learning 
and experiences go hand in hand.

Estimated audience: 38,562

THE FINALE IN HVIDE SANDE AND CENTRAL 
AARHUS, SATURDAY 9 DECEMBER 2017
The Finale of the Capital of Culture year on 9 December 
was also the last mega event of the year. The Finale was 
divided into three chapters and spanned the region.

The first chapter took place at the harbour in Hvide 
Sande. Here, Aarhus 2017 together with Teatret OM and 
a large number of local players created a 30-minute show 
under the heading of A Shared Moment. A spectacular 
scenography with a large ensemble of professional and 
local singers, dancers and drummers combined with 
a light show to send out positive vibrations and a ship 
loaded with light and good wishes for the future to the 
next year’s two European Capitals of Culture, Leeuwarden 
in the Netherlands and Valletta in Malta.

After live streaming of the event in Hvide Sande, the 
activities continued at Aarhus Harbour with the second 
chapter, Celebrate the Year, where a fantastic year was re-
membered in sound and images followed by a narrative 
created by Aarhus poet Mads Mygind for the Finale.

In the third and final chapter of the Finale, a whole 
string of the city’s well-known and new music venues 
opened their doors to 75 free concerts with Danish and 
international bands.

In a tribute to Aarhus’ musical DNA, local artists 
collaborated with international artists, and the growth 
layer collaborated with established players. Together, 
they presented a wide range of musical genres and new 
uses of well-known spaces.
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The Finale in Hvide Sande, 9 December 2017
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5.1 The City of Aarhus’ Cultural Policy

Even the first deliberations about Aarhus’ candidacy 
for the European Capital of Culture had a strong focus 
on the notion that such a huge investment and venture 
would only make sense if more long-term effects could 
also be reaped.

The City of Aarhus’ Cultural Policy for 2017-20 is an 
expression of how this ambition is to be realised. The 
fact that the Cultural Policy covers the Capital of Cul-
ture year and the following three years shows that 2017 
is not seen solely as the culmination of a long process, 
but also as a new beginning of a period where the bar 
has been raised.

The Capital of Culture was also a cornerstone in the 
two previous cultural policies. First as an ambition to 
win the title (Cultural Policy 2008-11), and then in Cul-
tural Policy 2014-16 as an ambition to deliver a project 
with international attention and popular backing, but 
also with the potential to create long-term effects – 
culturally, financially, socially and in terms of image.

The introduction to Cultural Policy 2017-20 states that, 
“the cultural political prioritisations over the coming years 
will contribute to ensuring that Aarhus – the city’s citizens, 
visitors, cultural institutions and businesses – can reap the 
long-term benefits from being European Capital of Culture 
2017. The Cultural Policy is to help ensure that Aarhus 
continues to be a cultural capital beyond 2017.”

The Cultural Policy, which was adopted by the City Council 
in November 2016, with all votes in favour except one, 
phrases a vision that would hardly have generated such 
wide backing had it not been for the process that had 
been completed to create a huge success in 2017. The 
title for the vision was “Aarhus – an international city 
where culture sets the agenda”.

The Cultural Policy, which was prepared via an extensive 
process in the course of 2016, outlines a number of gen-
eral principles and ambitions about how Aarhus 2017 is 
to have a lasting impact on the city’s development.

It focuses on the cultural effects. It is expected that 
the Capital of Culture project will enhance the general 
level of artistic expertise, create greater diversity and 
visibility as well as several artistic innovations. It also 
envisages stronger professional networks, not least a 
continued regional collaboration and new international 
relations. Finally, it anticipates that better evaluation 
methods will be developed.

5. Legacy strategy – Lasting impact
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While the Aarhus 2017 Foundation naturally focused on 
the execution of the many projects and communicating 
about them during the actual Capital of Culture year, 
work at the political level in the City of Aarhus dealt 
particularly with how to secure a lasting impact of the 
venture based on the approved Cultural Policy.

In this context, it should be mentioned that at a confer-
ence in March 2017, the Foundation publicised its own 
recommendations for securing a lasting impact in the 
report ‘Our Legacy – A New Beginning’. The recom-
mendations were prepared based on interviews with 
some 100 people who had been involved in the Capital 
of Culture project in different ways.

The Foundation’s approach to legacy was that the ball 
was now in the court of the cultural institutions, public 
authorities, companies etc. who would still be in the 
game when the Foundation was shut down in 2018. In 
this way, the report served as positive inspiration for 
the continued work, and the results were presented to 
the Culture Committee in February 2017.

The Alderman for Culture and the Dept. for Culture 
worked intensely to phrase a proposal for the City of 
Aarhus’ legacy strategy, and the Culture Committee 
discussed the proposal at three committee meetings 
from April to September 2017. On 27 September 2017, 
the City Council adopted the Alderman for Culture’s 
recommendation with 30 votes out of 31.

The strategy contained a number of elements, one of 
which in particular gave rise to political discussions. 
This concerned the continuation of the regional 
collaboration. This had wide political backing, but as 
was the case in other municipalities, it was considered 
important to ensure that the money that was put up 
for the project would not be spent on administration, 
but to the greatest extent possible be used for activities 
aimed at citizens.

In addition to endorsing continued regional collabora-
tion – later realised under the title ‘European Region of 
Culture’, cf. section 5.3 – ‘Aarhus – International region 
of culture’ is the headline for the strategy, which has 
clearly used the Cultural Policy as a point of departure.

This also means that the venture, just as the entire 
Aarhus 2017 work, goes across all areas of expertise. 
In keeping with this, it is part of the strategy that all of 
the municipal policies and strategies where this makes 
sense incorporate and consider the lasting impact of 
Aarhus 2017. In other words, it is presupposed that the 
experience gained from rethinking individual core areas 
in connection with the many 2017 projects, cf. section 
4, is used as a launch pad everywhere.

In order to retain this experience, it was decided that 
a catalogue should be prepared to illustrate the many 
projects that the different departments in the City of 
Aarhus had been involved in. This was done in the 
report ‘IMPACT – European Capital of Culture Aarhus 
2017’ from April 2018, and this present report may be 
seen as an extension of this, with a focus not only on 
the projects, but also on the City of Aarhus’ combined 
involvement in the Capital of Culture project during the 
period 2005-18.

5.2 The City of Aarhus’ legacy strategy
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Based on the effects that can already be seen, the 
intention is that VisitAarhus will be given a significant 
role in retaining these results. It is partly a question of 
continuing the focus on cultural tourism, partly of con-
tinuing the network of volunteers called ‘Rethinkers’, 
which was created by the Foundation, and which has 
subsequently been transferred to VisitAarhus.

The Capital of Culture project in particular has shown 
Aarhus’ potential to take on large tasks in the cultural 
field, and it was therefore decided to work towards 
being given a number of national responsibilities in 
the museum and children’s culture areas, among 
other things, as part of the relocation of governmental 
workplaces.

Internationally, the aim was to take part in collabora-
tion between former, existing and future Capitals of 
Culture in the ECoC network, and to support the EU 
office in Brussels in its increased focus on the cultural 
area in a European context.

Finally, the City of Aarhus was to back the continued 
collection of experience and evaluation work at Aarhus 
University under the heading of rethinkIMPACTS 2017. 
The University has subsequently decided to build on 
this work in the form of the new Center for Cultural 
Evaluation.

For the time being, the overall strategic commitment, 
‘Aarhus – International Region of Culture’, has been 
placed under the European Region of Culture, which 
will, however, initially only be realised in 2018-19. It 
remains to be seen whether there is a basis for a con-
tinued regional venture after that, and if not, Aarhus 
will have to find other ways of realising the ambition.

By contrast, a decision has been made about the 
continuation of a number of more creative initiatives, 
as DKK 2 million per year were allocated for legacy 
initiatives in the budget agreement for 2018-21. The 
funds have subsequently been earmarked for contribu-
tions to the European Region of Culture and a number 
of more specific initiatives. Two of these are a direct 
continuation of large 2017 projects, i.e. the open-air 
shows at Moesgaard Museum in collaboration with the 
Royal Danish Theatre, and the international children’s 
literature festival in a collaboration with, among others, 
Children and Young People. The festival was held for 
the first time in November 2018 under the title of Albus 
– Festival for Children’s Literature.

Other initiatives that are supported are ‘Child-cultural 
Co-productions’, a Micro-pool (here-and-now pool with 
grants of max. DKK 10,000), ‘Incubator Environment 
in Filmby Aarhus’, ‘Music in the City’, and ‘Culture and 
Creative Expression in Gellerup’.

In addition to the DKK 2 million, the City of Aarhus has 
allocated a further DKK 450,000 per year for the period 
2018-23 to the open-air shows at Moesgaard Museum, 
and DKK 800,000 per year for the period 2018-21 to 
support the continuation of the Volunteers Network 
under the auspices of VisitAarhus.

Finally, considerable resources have been allocated 
within existing budgets and in terms of staff for the 
continuation of 2017 initiatives. This applies not only 
to the City of Aarhus’ different departments, but also 
to a great extent to the cultural institutions and other 
stakeholders, such as VisitAarhus.

The tool that will be used to ensure that the different 
institutions contribute to securing the lasting im-
pact from 2017 is the multi-annual agreements. The 
new contracts that have been made with the cultural 
institutions that receive more than DKK 1 million in 
subsidies thus include objectives about this, and the 
result contract with VisitAarhus stipulates that they are 
to work with “increased international accessibility and 
internationalisation of tourism in Aarhus via international 
visibility”.

It has not been the intention with the Capital of Culture 
project to leave physical traces in the form of, for 
instance, new cultural buildings or infrastructure. This 
means that there have been no capital expenditure as 
part of Aarhus 2017. However, many new initiatives 
have emerged or are being planned in direct continua-
tion of the entire strategic project development work. 
As examples, it is worth mentioning the Youth Culture 
House, Sports and Culture Campus in Gellerup (in-
cluding ‘Gellerup Art Factory’), expansion of the Filmby 
(Filmby 3), the Incubator Environment at Filmbyen, the 
Culture Production Centre for Children, the Interna-
tional Festival for Children’s Literature Albus, and the 
international literature festival LiteratureXchange.
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An audience of 500 listened to Nobel laureate Herta Müller, June 2018, University of Aarhus Assembly Hall, during LiteratureXchange. 
The festival featured 160 events across the city on traditional stages and in alternative urban spaces in collaboration with the city’s 
cultural institutions. LiteratureXchange has arisen from the extensive literary focus during the Capital of Culture year.
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5.3 European Region of Culture

Experience from former Capitals of Culture shows that 
it is important for the project’s long-term effects that 
before reaching the end of the Capital of Culture year, 
you plan and decide on initiatives and structures that 
are to pass on the experience.

As described earlier, the Capital of Culture project has 
been an important catalyst for regional cultural collab-
oration for the benefit of cultural players, citizens and 
visitors to the region. It has also been a platform that 
has put the cultural area in play along with a number of 
other development areas, such as urban development, 
tourism, foods and creative businesses.

In the light of this, the municipalities and the region 
started a dialogue in early 2016 about how the good 
collaboration and the possibilities of cross-cutting 
initiatives could be continued. In the autumn of 2017, 
political decisions were made in all city councils and 
the regional council about continuing collaboration 
under the heading of ‘European Region of Culture’. In 
Aarhus, the collaboration has had the concrete impact 
that the regional perspective has now, for the first time, 
been written into the Cultural Policy. This means that 
the City of Aarhus’ participation in European Region 
of Culture is part of the City’s strategy to secure the 
lasting impact of the Capital of Culture.

As of now, the European Region of Culture has funding 
for 2018-2019. Every municipality has allocated DKK 
1 per inhabitant per year for the collaboration. The 
Region doubles that and has added two full-time 
equivalents per year to the role as secretariat for the 
collaboration.

The focus is to be on audience activities, collaboration 
and communication. In the course of 2018 and 2019, 
a strong cultural programme will be presented on the 
new website at www.kulturregion.dk. The collabora-
tion has also taken over the Facebook site from the 
European Capital of Culture, which means that more 
than 60,000 citizens and visitors with an interest in 
culture will continue to be updated about the diversity 
of cultural options from across the region.

In June 2019, a joint cultural festival will be held under 
the heading of Genopdag/Re-discover. The title picks up 
the thread from the theme ‘Let’s Rethink’, and at the 
same time indicates that there are many new experi-
ences to embark on – even if we no longer hold the title 
of European Capital of Culture. The theme covers three 
focus areas: Children and Youths, Country and City, and 
Ideas for the Future.

The first public presentation of the new collaboration 
took place in connection with the Mors Cultural Meet-
ing 2018, where the European Region of Culture had its 
own stage and presented a two-day programme. The 
programme featured both showcases and debates with 
a focus on the legacy of 2017 and the international per-
spective. One of the speakers was the EU Commission 
Director for Culture and Creativity, Michel Magnier, 
who in his presentation praised Aarhus and the Region 
for an exemplary Capital of Culture year, and set out 
the principal lines of the Commission’s new culture 
strategy, on which Aarhus 2017 has undoubtedly left its 
mark.

“Culture is an investment, and if you want it to 
yield a profit, you have to maintain it over time. 
The true value of being Capital of Culture is that it 
triggers a strategy for local development.” 

Interview with EU Commission Director for Culture and Creativity 
Michel Magnier, in connection with the presentation of European 
Region of Culture at the Mors Cultural Meeting, 24 August 2018.
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Panel discussion on European Region of Culture’s stage at Mors Cultural Meeting 2018
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UKH Youth Culture House is a cross-municipal initiative that keeps developing in collaboration with young people. UKH is character-
ised by a spirit of community in relation to artistic and cultural activities. The house features, among other things, cultural festivals that 
serve as platforms for young art. The festivals and many of the other activities at the house are organised in collaboration with the city’s 
cultural institutions, youth environments and municipal institutions.
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6.1 General considerations

One significant idea behind this report has been to 
document the City of Aarhus’ strong involvement in 
the Capital of Culture project throughout the period 
2005-18 with the overall purpose of assessing the im-
portance of this, which will ideally serve as inspiration 
for future Capitals of Culture.

Right from the first modest discussions about the 
possibility of applying for the title as European Capital 
of Culture in 2017, there has been great consensus that 
the enormous effort that this would involve, would also 
have to have significant effects on the city beyond the 
actual Capital of Culture year. Throughout the period, it 
has therefore been obvious that the City’s commitment 
to the project would have to be maintained constantly, 
whereas for many other Capitals of Culture, it has been 
evident that the municipality has more or less lost 
interest in the project once the title has been won.

There may be many reasons for this. In some places, 
the task of realising the project has been handed over 
to an independent unit with an expectation that this 
work would not require a lot of municipal involvement, 
and that therefore, the municipality could prioritise its 
resources in favour of its everyday tasks.

In other places, conflicts have arisen when a new mas-
todon in the cultural area has suddenly become the 
most important cultural factor in the city, maybe even 
overshadowing the city’s general cultural policy and the 
city’s cultural institutions. By allowing this to happen, 
you risk disconnecting the project from the city’s cul-
tural policy and other urban strategies, but also, in the 
worst-case scenario, you see distinct rivalry arise to the 
detriment of both the project and the city’s chance of 
gaining anything from it.

This section presents some thoughts about what the 
City of Aarhus’ continual commitment has meant in 
terms of the project’s more general legacy (the lasting 
impact), the project’s organisational strength, and there-
by its ability to both ‘deliver the goods’ and resist out-
side pressure, strengthening of cross-sector collabora-
tion, and its significance in terms of staff development.

6. Perspective 
 – Results of the City of Aarhus’ involvement
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6.2 Lasting impact

Among the results presented by Aarhus 2017 in the 
report ‘Welcome Future’ in April 2018, it is mentioned 
that 98 % of the people of Aarhus were aware of Aarhus 
2017, and that about half of them believe that Aarhus 
2017 has contributed to making Aarhus a good city. Sev-
eral surveys carried out by the analysis and consultancy 
firm Epinion show that culture is the most important 
factor when the people of Aarhus are asked what makes 
Aarhus a good city. In the most recent report from 2018, 
40 % of those questioned gave this response.

In other words, there is no doubt that the people of 
Aarhus have welcomed the Capital of Culture, and that 
many events have stuck in their minds. More than 
90 % of the audience at the largest events in 2017 
expressed that the experience had been positive.

When it comes to the project’s lasting impact, it is of 
paramount importance that right from the beginning, 
involved parties at every level of the City – not least the 
political level – have focused so much on the need to 
procure long-term effects. This has meant that while 
everybody were busy with the content of the actual 
Capital of Culture year, the City has been able to work 
intensely on planning how to secure a lasting impact. 
This was done both by working on the Cultural Policy for 
2017-20 throughout 2016, and by subsequently working 
with the legacy strategy and on securing funds for its 
realisation. This is described in detail in section 5.

As mentioned before, in contrast to many other Capitals 
of Culture, it has never been the intention that Aarhus 
2017 was to leave a number of physical traces in the 
form of new cultural buildings or new infrastructure. 
Thus, the Foundation has not funded cultural buildings 
or similar.

However, this does not mean that no new cultural 
initiatives and institutions have emerged in the wake 
of the Capital of Culture. As examples where the City of 
Aarhus is currently the facilitator, it is worth men-
tioning the Youth Culture House, Sports and Culture 
Campus in Gellerup (including ‘Gellerup Art Factory’), 
expansion of the Filmby (Filmby 3), the Incubator En-
vironment at Filmbyen, the Culture Production Centre 
for Children, the International Festival for Children’s 
Literature Albus, and the international literature festival 
LiteratureXchange.

A new collaboration between the city’s largest cultur-
al institutions was launched by the City of Aarhus in 
collaboration with the Foundation under the heading of 
‘Big 8’. This includes the municipal cultural institutions 
Concert Hall Aarhus and Aarhus Symphony Orchestra 
as well as six independent institutions: ARoS, The 
Old Town, Moesgaard Museum, Aarhus Theatre, The 
Danish National Opera and the Aarhus Festival. This 
is intended to lead to new collaborative constellations 
and more coordinated marketing, among other things.

The overall ambition is that neither the City, nor the 
cultural institutions or other involved parties should 
experience that as of 2018, we are ‘back to normal’. 
Instead, as described in Cultural Policy 2017-20, this 
should be a new beginning – and of course a new 
beginning at the highest level.

“I was surprised that the Danish National Opera 
and Aarhus Theatre had never done anything 
together before. And now that we are in year 1 after 
2017, we want to continue the good and close col-
laboration between the cultural institutions in order 
to preserve the spirit of 2017 and ensure that Aarhus 
remains a capital of culture in the future, too […], 

says Opera Director Philipp Kochheim.”  New collaboration 
between the Danish National Opera and Aarhus Theatre, 
Aarhus Stiftstidende, 16 Nov. 2018

Report by Epinion: Aarhus targets – Gauging the temperature, 
Mayor’s Office, March 2018

TOP 3 Categories that make Aarhus a good city

1st place 40%

2nd place 31%

3rd place 23%

Cultural life
(2016: 38%)

Nature
(2016: 32%)

Size of the city
(2016 20%)

“I like the spatiality, cultural 
life and diversity of the city.” 
(Woman, aged 50-64)

“Many cultural options: E.g. 
Concert Hall Aarhus, Moes-
gaard, ARoS, The Old Town, 
Dokk1, and of course, 2017 in 
particular has been extraordi-
nary.” (Woman, aged 65+)

“The right mixture of city 
options combined with the 
short distance to forests and 
the sea (nature).” (Woman, 
aged 30-49)

“Close to the sea and forests. 
A developing city. A city that 
does something for the envi-
ronment.” (Man, aged 65+)

“I don’t miss anything from 
a city beyond what Aarhus 
offers. I live close to Risskov 
(forest) where you can go 
for a run and feel that you 
are a bit outside the city (...) 
And the city is not too big 
either, so you can get around 
everywhere on your bike quite 
quickly.” (Man, aged 18-29)
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6.3 Organisational strength

In most Capitals of Culture, planning and execution of 
the Capital of Culture year are placed with an independ-
ent unit – in Aarhus this was a commercial foundation.

However, it is a great challenge to build a staff, ad-
ministrative systems and competences spanning very 
widely – from culture production and communication 
to fundraising of an often hitherto unknown scale. You 
need to attract competent staff who you can only offer 
employment for a limited number of years, and you 
need to build systems that satisfy the usual require-
ments concerning the management of public funds.

It is important to uphold the arm’s length principle 
between donors and the project – especially in artistic 
terms. As mentioned earlier, there are also formal lim-
its to how much a founder of a foundation is allowed 
to influence the foundation’s operation. On the other 
hand, there are great advantages to be gained from the 
fact that a foundation with a limited lifespan can lean 
on the resources and the knowledge held by a large 
municipality. This means that the right balance must 
be found, unless the municipality simply chooses to 
leave it all to the Foundation.

As described above, the close collaboration between 
the Foundation and the different departments in and 
outside the City of Aarhus in the ‘Readiness Commit-
tee’ facilitated the very frequent and very big events 
across the city.

It has also been described how there has been close 
collaboration with the Foundation, among other things 
through discussions at management level, which has 
contributed to securing high quality in the servicing of 
the Board and a high level of information within the 
City about the Foundation’s activities.

The Foundation has also benefited from the legal 
expertise of the Mayor’s Office about the entire 
foundation structure, various approval procedures, 
regulations on openness and calls for tender etc. This 
expertise has been made available to the Foundation as 
part of the City of Aarhus’ staff secondment obligation.

One key collaboration between the Foundation and the 
City of Aarhus, but probably also quite an unusual one, 
was the CFP’s handling of the Foundation’s finance 
and personnel tasks – partly as part of the City’s se-
condment obligation.

It is not uncomplicated for a municipality to handle 
these functions for a foundation, as not all of the 
municipality’s own systems can be used, for instance 
the finance system. On the other hand, many functions 
are equally as suitable for an independent foundation 
that is to manage public funds, as they are for the 
municipality. This applies, for instance, to procedures 
about employment and dismissal, and codes of prac-
tice concerning so-called ‘sensitive expenses’, such as 
travel and meeting expenses.

Naturally, the success of the collaboration depended 
entirely on the Foundation itself contributing to respon-
sible financial management, and generally complying 
with the distribution of competences and the proce-
dures that were set out in the agreement with CFP.

It is assessed that this collaboration worked at optimal 
level, and one important result of this is that, fortunately, 
the Agency for Culture and Palaces’ concerns about 
the project’s finances were shown to be groundless, 
considering that the Foundation can liquidate with a 
capital of approx. DKK 1.5 million. Another important 
result that has already been mentioned is that various 
media’s in-depth research of the finances, and particu-
larly the sensitive expenses, did not lead to any revela-
tions of deviations from the normal codes of practice 
and therefore not to any bad media coverage.

In other words, it can be concluded that the collab-
oration meant excellent control of finances, salary 
payments and liquidity. This was reflected in ‘clean 
auditors’ reports’ and high praise from the firm of audi-
tors and the Board, including corporate executives with 
responsibility for large companies. In brief, bureaucra-
cy (codes of practice etc.) was under control, while at 
the same time, it was an extremely cheap administra-
tive solution because of the secondment scheme, and 
access was gained to very wide competences already 
present in CFP.
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ARoS, Your Rainbow Panorama
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To many cities, it is a huge challenge to establish fruit-
ful collaboration between the different sector depart-
ments, although it is common knowledge that different 
professional areas will be able to act as a stimulus to 
each other in many ways. It is particularly challenging 
to the European Capitals of Culture to bring culture in 
play in an attempt to create cohesion between munici-
pal policy areas.

Even in the application phase – and clearly manifested 
in the six strategic objectives that were adopted by 
Aarhus City Council in 2011 – the ambition was that 
the Capital of Culture project would reach across all of 
the City’s administrative areas. Choosing the theme of 
‘Rethink’ – later adjusted to ‘Let’s Rethink’ – signalled 
that tomorrow’s challenges would have to be rethought 
everywhere, but with art and culture as the pivotal 
point: How can art and culture contribute to address-
ing challenges such as climate change, urban devel-
opment, care for the elderly, vulnerable citizens and 
residential areas, business development, education, 
democracy etc.?

It was an invaluable strength that throughout the 
period, the venture had virtually unanimous backing 
and thus a clear political signal that although it was a 
Capital of Culture title, the project was for the entire 
city and for every department of the city.

This mindset definitely needed time to mature, but via 
the Director’s Group, the Municipal Monitoring Group 
and various forums in the different Departments, 
project development in a large number of areas was 
brought in play as early as in the application phase. By 
the time the Foundation really took off in 2013-14, it 
already had direct contact with the City’s Departments.

At a meeting in the City’s Strategic Management 
Forum in April 2017, the Departments presented an 
impressive catalogue of projects that each of them had 
been involved in. A detailed documentation of this can 
be seen in the publication ‘IMPACT – European Capital 
of Culture Aarhus 2017’ from 2018, and in this present 
report (sections 4.1 and 4.2), selected projects are de-
scribed with a view to an assessment of their long-term 
significance.

Only time can tell whether this wider acknowledgement 
of art and culture will also be brought into play in the 
development of other sectors’ development work in the 
longer term. Strong constellations have been devel-
oped between culture and urban development, culture 
and health, culture in vulnerable residential areas, 
culture and business, and many others, but it will take 
a continual effort from all parties – and not least from 
the political level – to continue to build on this so that 
‘Rethink’ remains a mindset on which you build policy 
development, including when the experience from 
Aarhus 2017 begins to fade in years to come.

Cultural Policy 2017-20 says, “At the organisational and 
political level, the goal is to improve cross-institutional, 
cross-sector and cross-disciplinary collaboration throughout 
the region, and for Aarhus 2017 to position art and culture 
high on the political agenda.”

At present, the plan appears to be successful to a 
great extent.

6.4 Cross-sector collaboration

“The year as European Capital of Culture has made 
the City of Aarhus even better at collaborating across 
different departments. Strong ties have been estab-
lished on new collaborative projects, both internally in 
the municipality and with external partners.”   

Alderman Rabih Azad-Ahmad, IMPACT – European Capital of 
Culture Aarhus 2017, April 2018
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One way of looking at the long-term effects of a project 
is to aim at competence development. This is a key 
element in the philosophy behind the application. Here, 
the concept of ‘Soft City’ was developed as a collective 
designation for projects with competence development 
as one of their purposes. Aarhus 2017’s report ‘Wel-
come Future’ from April 2018 states that 48 % of the 
more than 400 completed projects had competence 
development as a direct purpose.

Further to the competence development that has been 
prevalent among cultural players and others who have 
contributed to 2017 projects, it was also the purpose 
of the ‘Secondment model’ to develop competences in 
the staff who were seconded from the region and the 
municipalities.

This purpose has been fulfilled to a very high degree. 
The seconded staff members are now back in the de-
partments that they came from, or they have found new 
jobs. They have not only developed new skills, but also 
new approaches to their work tasks, which open doors 
for new tasks and greater responsibility.

One example of this is CFP’s participation in the 
project. The involved staff members were motivated by 
the possibility of competence development. Initial scep-
ticism about having to work in a completely different 
organisational culture, leaving their usual environment, 
was gradually replaced by enthusiasm and pride at be-
ing part of something that was so important to the city.

The target about seconding 50 full-time equivalents 
from the City of Aarhus was not met, but if everything 
is included in the calculations, and not only the staff 
members who worked part-time or full-time for the 
Foundation in 2013-18, the contribution from the City of 
Aarhus’ management and staff is far higher.

Perhaps a different phrasing of the secondment agree-
ment with a greater incentive for the Departments to 
‘negotiate’ about the realisation of the secondment 
would have ensured that more staff had been second-
ed. The strict distribution of the secondment obligation 
between the Departments did not prove sufficiently 
flexible. The same problem applied in relation to the 
contribution from the 18 municipalities outside Aarhus. 
Apart from the fact that the secondment here was split 
into very small pieces, geographical barriers also meant 
that secondment was not always realistic.

6.5 Competence development
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This report shows that in order to reap significant, 
long-term effects, any city that wishes to become 
European Capital of Culture must prepare itself for an 
effort that is so enormous that it is hardly possible to 
imagine in advance.

Hopefully, it also documents that if such an effort is 
given high enough priority, it is possible to achieve 
significant effects in many areas, although this report 
concentrates solely on the effects that have been 
achieved by the City of Aarhus getting deeply involved 
in the project.

The final evaluation report from the project rethink-
IMPACTS 2017, which has been presented by Aarhus 
University at a conference on 10 December 2018, docu-
ments a wide range of further effects – cultural, social, 
financial, image-related and political/organisational. 
Naturally, many of these cannot be attributed to the 
City of Aarhus’ effort, and may not necessarily have any-
thing to do with the effects that can be felt in Aarhus.

The City of Aarhus took on the responsibility of pre-
paring the application that led to the designation as 
European Capital of Culture 2017, but the effects must, 
of course, be attributed in particular to the Aarhus 2017 
Foundation, which executed the actual project, and the 
hundreds of partners who were part of the project. In 
this context, it should be stressed once again that it 
has been of decisive importance that a large number 
of key people in the City of Aarhus have contributed 
to projects that rethink existing practices and develop 
new methods.

The Foundation completed the project with great 
respect for the application that formed the basis for 
the title, but also left its own clear mark on the content. 
The City of Aarhus’ persistent engagement in the 
project has not primarily been aimed at securing this 
loyalty towards the application, but at securing a last-
ing impact. So far, the result is satisfactory, but ideally, 
this should also be clear in five or ten years’ time, if the 
huge investment of resources is to be justified.

We are often asked, “If you had known more than 10 
years ago what a great effort it would take for the City 
of Aarhus to be European Capital of Culture, would you 
have applied for the title?” Today, the answer is easy. 
We won the title, and it looks like we are reaping all the 
results we could possibly have dreamed of achieving. 

In 10 years’ time, ideally, the answer will be equally as 
obvious, but this presupposes that the commitment 
on the part of the City of Aarhus that is documented in 
this report is maintained as regards a continued strong 
cultural-political focus, an expansion of cross-sector 
collaboration based on rethinking of the key areas, and a 
further development of the international engagement.

6.6 Conclusion
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APPENDIX 1

MAYOR:

Louise Gade Liberal Party – December 2005

Nicolai Wammen Social Democratic Party January 2006 – August 2011

Jacob Bundsgaard Social Democratic Party August 2011 –

ALDERMAN FOR CULTURE:

Torben Brandi Nielsen Social Democratic Party – December 2005

Flemming Knudsen Social Democratic Party January 2006 – February 2009

Jacob Bundsgaard Social Democratic Party February 2009 – December 2009

Marc Perera Christensen Conservative People’s Party January 2010 – December 2013

Rabih Azad-Ahmad Social-Liberal Party January 2014 –

CHAIRMAN OF THE CULTURAL COMMITTEE:

Uffe Elbæk Social-Liberal Party – January 2007

Rabih Azad-Ahmad Social-Liberal Party January 2007 – December 2013

Steen Bording Andersen Social Democratic Party January 2014 –

CITY MANAGER:

Niels Vad Sørensen  – 2008

Niels Højberg  2008 –

DIRECTOR OF THE DEPT. OF CULTURE AND CITIZENS’ SERVICES:

Kirsten Jørgensen  The entire period

HEAD OF DEPT. OF CULTURE:

Ib Christensen  – May 2018

Lars Davidsen  June 2018 –

KEY positions in the City of Aarhus 
during the period 2005-2018
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APPENDIX 2

Action plan: Action plan for the project for the period 2008-2012, including the four phases: cultural mapping, visions, 
project workshops and application, 35 pages, 2008

Folder: Launch material about vision, current projects in Aarhus, Aarhus’ core strengths, European Capitals of Culture, 
the process towards 2017, 23 pages, 2009

SWOT report, Aarhus: In June 2009, Aarhus conducted theme-based SWOT workshops and debates where local key 
players and resource people identified strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats, 232 pages 2009

Youth – Street Culture: Cultural mapping Aarhus’ ’Street scene’. Prepared by SkateMusic Park (SMP), 9 pages, 2009

120 architecture students’ mapping: Three workshops: 1:1 mappings of selected sections of Aarhus, 1:1 mappings of 
selected urban spaces in Aarhus, and 1:1 studies of the harbour’s potential as urban space, 2009-2010

Introduction pamphlet, Central Denmark Region: Presentation of the project and experience from former Capitals of 
Culture, 12 pages, 2010

Introduction pamphlet, Aarhus: Presentation of the project and experience from former Capitals of Culture, 12 pages, 2010

SWOT report, Central Denmark Region: Aarhus 2017, the Central Denmark Region and the municipalities of central Jut-
land have engaged several hundred local key players and resource people in workshops and debates across the region, 
172 pages, 2010

Creative businesses, parts 1, 2, 3 and 4: Mapping of creative businesses: Main report, analysis report, the creative indu-
stries in numbers and appendices. Prepared by Nyx, 386 pages, 2010

Mapping of sports and exercise: Mapping of sports and exercise, Idrættens Analyseinstitut, 114 pages, 2010

Cultural mapping, volumes 1 and 2: Cultural mapping Aarhus and Central Denmark Region, volumes 1 and 2, 286 
pages, 2010

Aarhus, an outside view – Aarhus as city of culture 2017 – A cultural snapshot: Prepared by Culture and Media Producti-
on 09 K3 Malmö Högskola, 174 pages, 2010

Aarhus, an outside view – Aarhus in a European context: Five mappings that focused on the city’s comparative strengt-
hs and weaknesses as compared to other cities in terms of quality of life, cultural capacity, and assessment of finances, 
environment and knowledge, 73 pages, 2010

Aarhus, an inside view – Dialogue cafés: Prepared by Strong Bright Heart, 58 pages, 2010

Hidden places: Cultural mapping of concealed places, forgotten oases, and hidden urban spaces, 45 pages, 2010

Youth – Front runners: Cultural mapping of Aarhus’ cultural underground and growth layer, 63 pages, 2010

Mapping report, volume 1: The report consists of two volumes. The first volume describes, among other things, the 
background for the mapping phase, choice of method, seminars held etc., 424 pages, 2010

Mapping report, volume 2: The report consists of two volumes. The second volume summarises the individual map-
pings, 424 pages, 2010

Anthologies: Sustainability, democracy and diversity: Aarhus 2017 has interviewed knowledge people and received 
essays about the themes of sustainability, democracy and diversity, 197 pages, 2011

Epinion, Central Denmark Region: Prepared on the basis of 1,684 interviews with representatively selected citizens from 
the Central Denmark Region aged 18 and above, prepared by Epinion, 353 pages, 2011

Epinion, Aarhus: Prepared on the basis of 592 interviews with members of the City of Aarhus’ Citizens’ Panel, prepared 
by Epinion, 226 pages, 2011

COWI: Financial gauging of the short-term tourism effects of Aarhus as European Capital of Culture 2017, prepared 
by COWI, 2011

Thematic plan – Urban spaces, urban life – urban atlas and possible applications: Prepared by Planning and Building, 
Technical Services and Environment, City of Aarhus, 105 pages, 2011

Vision seminars: The report describes the vision phase and presents the more than 150 potential strategic projects 
generated by the process, 100 pages, 2011

Publications prepared in connection with 
the application
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