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   A fter 19 years of commuting 
to Denmark from Sweden, 
 Helen Sjögren  is so  used 
to  crossing the bridge , she 

identifi es as Scandinavian rather than 
Swedish. The researcher at a Danish 
pharmaceutical company  lives in the 
Swedish university town of Lund with 
her three children  but has become 
accustomed to Danish  working 
 practices,  and the idea of working in 
 Sweden is now diffi  cult to imagine.

“Because I’m Swedish, colleagues 
would expect me to behave like a 
Swede. So I would be seen as rude – 
too direct to fi t in Sweden,” she said . 
Danes, she has found, are much more 
direct, while Swedes seek consensus.

“I really like the Danish mentality 
and way of being. ” At work, she and 
her colleagues speak slightly adapted 
 versions of Swedish and Danish 
 so  every body can understand  one 
another. One of her few misgivings is 
that her taxes go to Copenhagen rather 
than her own municipality, where 
her children have gone to school and 
where she uses the healthcare services.

In the quarter of a century since 
it opened on  1 July 2000 , the bridge 
– known as Øresundsbroen or 
Öresundsbron depending on whether 
you are on the Danish or Swedish side 

of the strait  – has not only opened 
up   Copenhagen’s vast job market  to 
largely rural southern Sweden, but 
changed the prospects and even iden-
tities of many who use it. The  16km  rail 
and road link between Copenhagen 
and Malmö (which includes an 8km 
bridge, a 4km tunnel and a 4km arti-
fi cial island) has also transformed the 
world’s  perception of the region.

But the trajectory of the two ends 
of the bridge has been a story of two 
halves. Copenhagen has  become a 
must-see tourist destination, global 
fashion and design leader, host to the 
biggest airport in the Nordics, as well 
as being home to the maker of Ozem-
pic ,  Novo Nordisk . Thanks to the weak 
Swedish krona, it has become a mag-
net for Swedish workers, bringing in 
2bn DKK ($315bn) a year in tax reve-
nues. Last year 105,000 daily journeys 
were made by car, train or boat over 
the strait, but  most commuter traffi  c 
is travelling towards Denmark.

Meanwhile, Malmö has not thrived 
to the same extent. Despite being 
home to the  fi ctional detective  Saga 
Norén  of the hit Scandi crime drama 
The Bridge – which catapulted the 
bridge to  fame with its unsolved 
murders  and tense dark drives across 
Øresund – Malmö has  been an observer 
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on the sidelines of the Danish capital’s 
success story. This is perhaps best cap-
tured by the decision by politicians 
to name the area around the bridge 
covering southern Sweden and eastern 
Denmark “Greater Copenhagen”.

Of the 21,585 people who  commuted 
regularly across the bridge to work in 
the fi nal quarter of last year, 96% were 
people who live in Sweden, accord-
ing to the Øresund Institute, an inde-
pendent Swedish-Danish  thinktank. 
By 2030, Greater Copenhagen  aims to 
increase the total to 30,000.

     While it was not impossible to 
 commute before the bridge – there 
were boats – it was signifi cantly more 
time-consuming and diffi  cult. In 1999, 
the year before the bridge opened, a 
total of 2,788 people commuted.

 Although there are border controls 
 – every train stops for  six to seven min-
utes at  Hyllie station , the fi rst stop 
coming into Sweden from Denmark 
–  Sjögren does not think of going to 
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 S wimming in urban waterways 
should be a right, activists 
have said, as an international 
alliance aims to persuade 

 politicians to clean up rivers so they 
can be used safely.

At the world’s fi rst Swimmable 
 Cities summit in Rotterdam, more 
than 200 representatives from over 
20 countries gathered and plunged 
into a local swimming spot that was 
once an industrial port.

The Swimmable Cities alliance was 
formed in response to the Seine clean-
up for the 2024 Paris Olympics. The 
summit aims to build on this work and 
progress made in other European cities 
to create a global network of swim-
mable urban waterways.

 Rotterdam’s Rijnhaven, once an 
industrial port on the south bank 
of the Nieuwe Maas, is now a desig-
nated swimming area with a fl oating 
 pontoon park and the only legal place 
to swim in  the centre of the city. Locals 
come for evening  or lunchtime dips, 
children leap in and play.  

Toby Robinson, a British Olympic 
swimmer attending the summit, said: 
“Access to water should be a civil right, 
not a nice to have. Nothing is free in 

London, but here [in Rotterdam] 
 anyone can turn up and swim for free 
in the Rijnhaven and as a result the 
area is buzzing with energy.”

Fellow delegate Daniel  Allen-Hörn-
feldt is the founder of Umeå Kallbad, 
a non-profi t initiative creating access 
to bathing and saunas in Umeå, Swe-
den. “The Dutch approach to risk is 
simple: inform, enable, then let go,” he 
said. “I was seriously impressed. That 
sense of trust and ease – combined 
with clean water and clever design – 
is a reminder of what a swimmable 
city can look like.”

Paris spent nearly €1.4bn ( $1.6bn) 
on restoring the Seine in the lead-up to 
last year’s Olympics, including build-
ing giant stormwater basins to stop 
sewage overfl ow and fi ltration sys-
tems at key outlets. As a result, three 
new urban swimming spots in the city 
centre will open  this month.

Copenhagen led the way more than 
a decade ago by investing in real-time 
water quality monitoring and  rerouting 
sewage during heavy rain. Its clean 
 harbours now host popular public 
bathing zones with lifeguard sta-
tions, diving boards and saunas. Berlin 
launched the Flussbad project in 2012 
with the ambition of turning a stretch 
of the Spree into a fi ltered, free public 
swimming pool with integrated wet-
land zones to clean the water naturally.

Yet many cities still face barriers to 
becoming swimmable even when their 
waterways are clean. Historical legal 
frameworks often prohibit swimming 
in urban rivers , and insurance concerns 
and litigation fears deter authorities 
from opening access. Public perception 
often lags behind reality amid linger-
ing fears of dirty water and chemicals 
left by industry. In many cities, swim-
ming spots cluster in wealthier areas, 
or come with hidden costs.

The summit covered subjects 
including the right to swim and nature 
rights, waterway restoration and water 
quality, swimming communities, 
investment from public and private 
partnerships, water literacy  and inter-
national water diplomacy.

“Rotterdam is a city shaped by 
water – and increasingly, reclaimed 
by it in the best possible way,” said 
the city’s vice-mayor, Pascal Lansink-
Bastemeijer. “This summit is not just 
about swimming – it’s about restor-
ing our relationship with water, and 
leading together toward cleaner, more 
liv able cities for future generations.”
ELLA FOOTE IS AN AUTHOR  AND EDITOR 

Copenhagen as going to a diff erent 
country. “For us who live down here, 
the border is not a big thing,” she said.  

But  Anders Linde-Laursen, a profes-
sor at Malmö   University who  studies 
identity ,  said users of the bridge are 
“constantly reminded that they are 
crossing an international border”.  
This, he said, became abundantly 
clear  when the bridge was  temporarily 
closed in 2015 due to the refugee  crisis     , 
 leading to the introduction of travel-
lers needing to carry ID. And  in 2020, 
during the pandemic, when  the bridge 
was again closed. “ It was made very 
clear to everyone that there were 
Danes and Swedes, separated by the 
 [water], and that no bridge would 
change that ,” he said.

             Cross-border life is not without 
problems.  Paperwork can  get tricky – 
especially when it comes to property 
ownership and tax. Demand for the 
train means it is usually standing-
room only at peak times, and trains 
are often delayed.

             Sweden’s ambassador to Denmark, 
 Hans Wallmark , is convinced the bene-
fi ts of the bridge run in both directions, 
but add ed: “You cannot get away from 
the fact that Copenhagen is a capital 
city, so it has that attraction.” Citing the 
life science cluster, known as Medicon 
Valley,  he said Danish successes such 
as Novo Nordisk have a positive impact 
on Sweden, too.      

The next 25 years, he predict ed, 
will bring even greater connection 
and focus on the region – especially 
after the   Fehmarnbelt    tunnel  opens 
in 2029, connecting the Danish town 
of  Rødbyhavn  with  Puttgarden  in 
Germany under the Baltic. “Then 
maybe we will not just be talking about 
Malmö, Copenhagen or  Skåne , but also 
north Germany,” he sa id . “Bridges, 
connections, lead to increased inte-
gration, increased prosperity.”

But there are also many in Malmö 
who don’t use the bridge – either 
because it is prohibitively expen-
sive (510 DKK or  $80 for the car toll 
and 160 SEK or  $17 for a single train 
ticket from Malmö to Copenhagen), 
or because of  train delays .

“It’s too expensive to go over,” said 
 one man  on the quayside in Malmö. 
He recently waited fi ve hours  to get 
a train across the bridge. “It doesn’t 
work.  You can forget about commut-
ing to Copenhagen – unless you have 
your own boat.”
MIRANDA BRYANT IS THE GUARDIAN’S 
NORDIC CORRESPONDENT
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 ‘Anyone 
can turn up 
and swim 
for free  ...   
 the area 
is buzzing 
with 
energy’
Toby Robinson
GB Olympic 
swimmer
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