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Abstract

In 2018, the then right-wing government in Denmark led by Lars Lakke Rasmussen and supported by the extreme
right-wing party Danish People’s Party presented new legislation to end ‘parallel societies’ in Denmark by toughening
the criminal law, enforcing Danish knowledge and nursery school assistance to toddlers, and, more importantly for this
article, a series of urban interventions in ‘ghetto areas’ considered as such mainly when the proportion of immigrants
and descendants from non-Western countries exceeded 50 per cent. Until recently research has focused on either
the discursive elements of the ‘ghetto politics’ in Denmark or the urban interventions from an architectural or urban
planning point of view. However, newfangled research deal with the entwined economic elements. In this article, |
compare the different developmental plans proposed in the affected areas because of the legislation, with an aim to
reach further and point at the inherent elements of urban b/ordering, that is, measures taken to attain social order
and gain legitimacy by demarcating categories of people to incorporate some and exclude others through urban space.
Indeed, through this comparison, | conclude that the ghetto legislation is a compelling example of the urban b/ordering
inherent to the politics and dynamics of current liberal capitalist social democracies. It is a social experiment that
remodels the geography of Denmark in terms that recall the eugenic and hygienic social and urban policies of the |9th
century and form part of a worrying pattern that may have consequences that go beyond the stated ones.
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In the plan and during the presentation —which
quite symbolically took place in Mjelnerparken,
one of the most famous ‘ghettos’ in Copenhagen
(although scientifically the use of label ghetto to
describe these areas in Denmark has been contested,
Schultz Larsen, 2011) — the predominant focus was
correspondingly on the ethnicity of the residents,
population growth from ‘non-Western countries’ and
value differences between ‘Danes’ and immigrants
with a ‘non-Western background’. According to the
presentation and the plan, the problems in the resi-
dential areas confirmed the necessity for a continued
‘strict immigration policy’.

Now this has not come out of the blue. The prob-
lematization of neighbourhoods with concentration
of ethnic minorities have taken hold in the Danish
media debate since the early 2000s, legitimizing offi-
cial rhetoric around ‘ghettos’ (Frandsen and Hansen,
2020), and continuous attempts had been made since
then to tackle the problems in some of these areas
through urban and social reforms, gradually linking
the handling of the ghetto to the handling of migra-
tion and cultural diversity at large.

Until now much literature has focused on the nar-
rative that had been built up during the last decades
regarding the failed attempts of the government to
integrate what was represented as problematic
immigrant ghettos (see Frandsen and Hansen, 2020;
Jensen and Sdéderberg, 2022; Olsen and Larsen, 2022;
Seemann, 2021; Simonsen, 2016), and only more
recently, authors have engaged with the economic
and political interest in privatizing and extending the
ongoing processes of gentrification to the corporative
housing sector and the entwinement with the previ-
ous aspects (see Risager, 2022a, 2022b).

While clearly both dimensions are relevant, and
largely inspired by the discourses and policies of
social mix applied to problematic areas in other
Western European countries such as France, the
UK, and the Netherlands (Arthurson, 2012; Lees
et al., 2012). This article will focus on the urban
development plans proposed for the areas consid-
ered hard ghettoes, thereby linking an analysis of
the urban interventions plans specifically to the
already existing literature and knowledge regarding
what we might call the politics of the nation (the
first) and the political economy of the ghetto law

(the second), to make further progress in our knowl-
edge and reflect upon the social effects that urban
intervention plans might have.

In general, the article uses the crimmigration
literature (see Bosworth et al., 2018; Stumpf, 2006
Franko, 2020) as a starting point. The concept of
crimmigration reflects how contemporary criminal
law and criminal justice are increasingly being used
to police the boundaries of legal or illegal practices
in society, as well as how jurisprudence in a grow-
ingly globalized world is used to demarcate the line
between wanted citizens and unwanted non-citizens
forcefully, and to reinforce racialized, classed, and
gendered hierarchies around citizenship and belonging
(Armenta, 2017; Aliverti, 2021; Onwuachi-Willig,
2017). Criminal law and justice are, thus, replacing
border checks as a primary present-day technology
of inclusion/exclusion.

A vivid yet under-researched example of this
appears in new laws passed around Europe, where
nation-states are using criminality as a deterrent
against undesired urban practices, openly criminal-
izing or problematizing various marginal social
groups either through urban planning (what I tenta-
tively call the Housing—Migration nexus) or by
policing of informal activities in the urban public
space, such as unauthorized urban vendors, home-
less or others who live on and off the streets. These
practices of bordering, that is, attempts to control
and order the ‘unknown’ or ‘undesired’ subjects
which operate at different local scales (Guenter
et al., 2016), go beyond administrative exclusion
and labour segregation to include housing exclusion
and constant exposure to police violence, all-in-all a
varied and complex yet under-researched phenom-
enon which I have labelled urban b/ordering (thus
linking the crimmigration literature with the border-
ing literature of Van Houtum and Van Naerssen,
2002). The Ghetto Package is a compelling example
of this worrying trend.

Dealing with this understudied topic builds upon
a large amount of literature devoted to racialization
and racism in the housing sector at large or the pub-
lic or private housing sector in particular (Picker,
2017; Quillian et al., 2020; Rothstein, 2017; Taylor,
2021), and more interestingly, recent studies dealing
with racial capitalism in relation to the housing
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sector (Clare et al., 2022), gentrification measure
applied to non-profit housing via racialisation
or territorial stigmatization (Bridge et al., 2014;
Risager, 2022a, 2022b; Slater, 2021) and urban dis-
placements (Soederberg, 2021).

Consequently, the overarching aim of this article
is to contribute to the emergent research on urban
bordering and to analyse the processes of criminali-
sation and problematization of marginalized groups
through social and urban policies. It does so through
a critical analysis of the policy and discursive
background and the implementation of the Ghetto
Package in Denmark. The concrete aim is to under-
stand how socio-legal practices produce urban bor-
ders and sociocultural boundaries. Consequently,
the main research question is, what ideas of the
Danish society are present and who are the subjects
prone to be expelled? Who is desired for? Under
which terms?

In order to deal with this, I have structured the
article as follows. First, I will shortly explain the
non-profit housing sector in Denmark and its evo-
lution. Following this, bases on a genealogical
analysis [ will describe the ghetto package, its aims,
and measures. Then I will unravel the decision and
implementation process and compare some of the
concrete urban renewal and action plans proposed,
and, finally, reflect upon the inherent problem for-
mulations and detect any elements of bordering.

Methodology

In methodological terms, the research on which this
article is based was carried out during 2020-2022.
Although part of a much more extensive research
and data collected, the present article mainly uses
data obtained through a review of written documents
such as legal and policy documents, urban planning
documents and history books.

More concretely, for section ‘The non-profit
social housing sector in Denmark’, I did a historical
review of books related to the history of the social
housing sector in Denmark. For section ‘Ghetto
politics in Denmark’, I did a mixture of qualitative
content analysis (see Krippendorf, 2004) and
a genealogical analysis of (1) all the legal and
political documents related to the parallel society

legislation, presented in section ‘Ghetto politics in
Denmark’, and, most importantly, (2) all the pro-
posed and approved urban development plans
(Udviklingsplan), presented in sections ‘Emerging
patterns in the development plans > and ‘Governing
the other: Urban b/ordering’. The legal and policy
documents were all retrieved from the different
Ministries or Government repositories, whereas the
urban development plans were retrieved from the
then Ministry of Building and Housing now Danish
Housing and Planning Authority.

Inspired mainly by Bacchi’s and Goodwin (2016)
framework for policy analysis, this analytical move
entailed in the analysis of the legal and political
documents related to the parallel society legislation:
(1) identifying problem representations and (2) how
these had come about (questions 1 and 6 in the What
is the Problem Represented henceforth WPR). In
the analysis of the proposed and approved urban
development plans, it entailed (1) identifying inher-
ent problem representations, (2) unravelling their
deep-seated presuppositions or assumptions and (3)
detecting the potential effects produced by them and
any implicit b/ordering (questions 1, 2, and 5 in the
WPR approach). As part and as a consequence, in
section ‘Governing the other: Urban b/ordering’, we
are able to reveal and relate the localized practices
of problematization and b/ordering to the broader
political, economic and discursive processes in
Denmark.

The non-profit social housing sector in Denmark. The
pillars of the social housing sector are according
to the Landsbyggefonden (The National Building
Fund): Non-profit, tenant’s democracy and financ-
ing. So, the non-profit housing sector in Denmark is
organized as non-profit social housing organiza-
tions, strictly regulated by law and subsidized by the
local municipality, yet, and somewhat different to
social housing seen in other European countries typi-
cally funded and managed by the State social hous-
ing, in Denmark the social housing is self-owned and
governed by the tenants through the resident democ-
racy via non-profit rental housing associations.
While the non-profit social housing boomed dur-
ing the 1960s and 1970s, some authors consider the
sector as the backbone of the Welfare state (Larsen
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and Hansen, 2015). According to recent figures pro-
vided by The National Building Fund, around
979,770 people or % of the Danish population live in
social housing, which indicates that the sector has a
substantial size. There are around 573,000 social
housing homes, which is one-fifth of all homes in
Denmark (Landsbyggefonden, 2022).

Historically, the sector has aimed to provide peo-
ple of all kinds, and not only the poor or marginal-
ized people, decent housing at an affordable rent. In
fact, in Danish, this type of housing is called almen,
which literally means public. However, as we will
see, throughout the years, and even more so, with the
consecutive booms in the private housing sector and
due to discrimination, non-profit housing took a
more active role in relation to accommodating the
different arrivals of migrants, refugees and poverty
in general.

The social housing estates built during the 1960s
and 1970s were at first a great success, solving issues
with lack of housing while being very popular. In
fact, most were built in the suburbs, where green
open spaces, separation of traffic, supermarkets,
schools, nursery schools, and other public amenities
were collocated. It was a dream for many people to
move out of the inner cities, and for the traditional
working-class family, the estates would provide
relaxing environments after a long day at work
(Ahnfelt-Renne and Gaarsdal Rennow, 2018: 27).
The estates were given names containing ‘mountain’,
‘park’ or ‘garden’ in the name, such as Tingbjerg,
Mjelnerparken and Bispehaven, thereby evoking the
qualities of the green and natural landscapes.

However, during the 1970s, certain generalized
issues slowly emerged. Growing prosperity and tax
advantages made single-family houses more attrac-
tive and thus large apartments in the social housing
estates relatively more expensive to live in, in com-
parison. Consequently, faced with the possibility
of buying their own home, many families rejected
the social housing estates (Bech-Danielsen and
Christensen, 2017). While less residents meant
higher rents, as more families bought their own
homes, a negative spiral was created. In 1976, a white
paper on housing policy, released by the Danish
labour movement, warned that the social housing
estates were developing into homes for citizens at

the bottom of the social ladder (Bech-Danielsen and
Christensen, 2017).

During the 1960s—1970s, new often more indus-
trialized building techniques and materials were
used for the first time and the estates had often been
built with prefabricated structures of low quality.
Consequently, in the 1980s, the social housing
estates faced new challenges, as extensive construc-
tion damages became evident. Gradually damages
became apparent especially in the concrete struc-
tures and the flat roofs, leading to rainwater leaks
(Bech-Danielsen et al., 2011). With the growing
need for refurbishments, the mandate of The National
Building Fund was changed to support refurbish-
ment projects, while the state would support the con-
struction of new homes (Ahnfelt-Renne and Gaarsdal
Rennow, 2018: 28).

In 1986, the so-called ‘Winther report’ was pub-
lished, confirming the initial worry that the social
housing sector had moved from providing quality
homes for everyone to accumulating the weakest
groups of the society (Winther, 1986). Crucially, the
report — a product of the committee investigating the
role of the social housing sector in the housing mar-
ket — concluded that the issues were not caused by
any one reason, but the social housing estates were
suffering from correlating social, economic, and
physical problems. One of the main factors, how-
ever, was the municipal right to assign with which
municipalities assigned homes to people in need,
such as welfare recipients. While, on the one hand, it
provided a purpose for social housing, on the other
hand, it had also led to the congregation of poorer
population in the social housing estates and with it a
higher prevalence of social problems than the popu-
lation as a whole.

Around 1990, an increased awareness about
socially disadvantaged groups emerged. The estates
were now called ‘malfunctioning areas’, where the
concentration of ethnic minorities and the shortage
of social and integration policies were becoming
obvious (Ahnfelt-Renne and Gaarsdal Rennow,
2018: 28). Consequently, mayors in the western
parts of the Greater Copenhagen region were partic-
ularly loud in the political debate, and in 1993, the
national government formed a town committee
(‘byudvalget’) that would deal with the issue.
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The committee proposed a more integral approach
to the issues in social housing estates combining
physical refurbishments with reductions of rent lev-
els and social measures concerning integration and
crime (Bech-Danielsen and Christensen, 2017).
Consequently, coordinated social measures in the
social housing sector were enacted, and when evalu-
ating the measures, the committee found that the
residents enjoyed living in their area and that the life
in the areas were not only social problems (Ahnfelt-
Ronne and Gaarsdal Rennow, 2018: 29).

Meanwhile, since the 1990s and especially
around the turn of the millennium, ethnic minorities
became a hot political issue (Simonsen, 2016) and
the debate about distressed social housing estates
began to focus on the ethnicity of residents in the
social housing estates, which were generally much
more diverse than Danish society as a whole. This
change brought with a change in discourse and the
widespread use of the words ghetto and parallel
society (v. Freiesleben, 2015).

In sum, the structural explanations to this change
were often a mixture of lack of tenants (and a vacant
flat means higher prices for the other tenants) and a
25 per cent allocation rights for the city councils
(sometimes much more), but obviously also increas-
ing prices of private tenancy and mortgages, as well
as racial exclusion in the housing sector. The non-
profit housing sector has historically been fully
inclusive, and at the same time very attractive for
low-income households, even more so in marginal-
ized or unattractive areas.

Ghetto politics in Denmark. Although already in
2000, the then centre-left government introduced
an ‘Action Plan against Ghetto-ization’, the most
important changes were introduced in 2004 at the
hands of the then centre-right government (that had
taken office in 2001). The Danish Prime Minister
Anders Fogh Rasmussen (the first prime minister to
be supported by the far right-wing party, the Danish
People’s Party) had argued in his New Year speech
in 2004 that many years of unsuccessful immigration
and integration politics had created ‘immigrant-
ghettos’ (Rasmussen, 2004),! this way adopting the
anti-immigration and assimilationist discourse of the
Danish People’s Party (DF).

Later that year, the Governmental Strategy
against Ghettoization was published (Regeringen,
2004). Elaborated by the Ministry for Refugees,
Immigrants and Integration, the strategy made it
possible to govern the influx of people into dis-
advantaged non-profit housing areas, and thus tar-
geted what it perceived as a ghettoization of the
Danish society, and its ultimate goal was to avoid
the settlement of ‘resource-weak’ social groups in
the ‘ghetto areas’ by, among other things, diversify-
ing the type of housing in these areas, introducing
more private ownership and commerce (in areas of
mainly or only non-profit housing) and offering
‘integration initiatives’ such as crime prevention,
assistance in homework and job-seeking.

The strategy would be reviewed by an ‘expert
committee’ (‘Programbestyrelsen’), who in 2008
concluded with a series of recommendations. Of
these, however, only few were included into the
Ghetto Plan (Regeringen, 2010), a proposal for law
which was debated and planned during 2009, and
passed in 2010, to be implemented from 2011
onwards.

That same year, the then Prime Minister Lars
Lokke Rasmussen (last term of a decade of right-wing
governments) addressed the ‘ghetto’ problem in his
‘opening of the parliament’ speech in October 2010.
In the speech, he talked about ‘holes in the Danish
map’ (Rasmussen, 2010), which were, according to
him, ‘places, where Danish values clearly are no
longer dominant’ (Rasmussen, 2010). He primarily
defined the ‘ghetto’ policy problem as a problem of
lack of ‘Danish values’: ‘the freedom to be different.
Responsibility for the common. Respect for the laws
of society. Freedom of speech. Equal opportunities for
men and women’ (Rasmussen, 2010), and impor-
tantly, according to his representation, the ‘ghettos’
were areas where these values were ‘missing’.

The Ghetto Plan contained 32 different initia-
tives, including ‘strategic demolition of apartment
blocks’ in areas of non-profit housing, a halt in allo-
cation of refugees to the ‘ghettos’ and the possibility
of prioritizing resourceful residents. In addition, a
mandatory daycare for bilingual children included
more parental orders, expanded access to video sur-
veillance and a rapid processing of cases with “young
troublemakers’.
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The succeeding governments (2011-2014 and
2014-2015) led by the Social Democratic Party
introduced only few changes to the plan, in the end
they had promoted and later fully accepted the under-
lying premises, but it was the following right-wing
governmental coalitions again led by Lars Lekke
Rasmussen (2015-2016 and 2016-2019), again with
fundamental support by the Danish People’s Party,
who would eventually propose a framework for leg-
islation in Towards a Denmark without Parallel soci-
eties. No ghettoes in 2030 (Regeringen, 2018), which
would follow up on and put into action the previous
policies already laid out in the 2010 Ghetto Plan.

From the initial framework, six measures were
agreed upon with the support from the Social
Democratic Party. Among these, the following are
worth mentioning:

1. The primary action phase comprises the
period 2021-2026 and includes — among
other things — renovations and demolition in
vulnerable residential areas.

2. The areas that have been on the so-called ghetto
list for four years in a row — the so-called severe
ghetto areas — are obliged to reduce the pro-
portion of non-profit housing for families to a
maximum of 40 per cent by 2030.

3. Any settlement into the aforementioned areas
for people on social allowance is forbidden.

4. Compulsory learning for 1-year-olds in vul-
nerable housing areas and stricter penalties
for leaders who malpractice.

5. Language tests in zeroth grade, strengthened
parental responsibility and sanctions against
schools with poor results.

6. Areas with double penalization can be created.

Although they are all worth studying more in detail,
to focus on the urban bordering elements in the law,
here I will focus on the urban and social implications
and implicit moralities of the first three, but first I will
explain the criteria for being considered a ghetto.

The Ghetto list

Since the 2010 Ghetto Plan, the Danish Government
has been publishing a so-called list of Vulnerable
Areas of Non-Profit Housing, aka the Ghetto List.

During all these years, these criteria have always
related to non-profit housing areas only, and only
those that exceed 1000 residents. Since 2010, if at
least two of the parameters were above the limit
value, the area was added to the list.

Since 2010, a series of changes have been intro-
duced to the criteria, emphasized in bold in Table 1.
For instance, in 2013, education and income would
be included among the criteria, and so, to be added to
the list of vulnerable areas, the residential areas
should comply with at least three of these now five
criteria. And in 2018, the crime and education criteria
were changed, and more importantly, a new division
was introduced which has been in effect since then.
Henceforth, the residential areas were divided into
three different groupings: vulnerable areas, ghetto
areas and severe ghetto areas. Vulnerable residential
areas are defined as non-profit housing areas with at
least 1000 residents who meet at least two of the first
four mentioned criteria. Ghettos are vulnerable resi-
dential areas that also meet the fifth criterion of more
than 50 per cent of immigrant and descendants from
non-Western countries. And areas that have been on
the ghetto list for at least the foregoing 4 years will be
referred to as severe ghetto areas.

The change in criteria meant that the number of
areas included in the list increased from 22 to 30,
and 16 of these were now labelled severe ghettos.
Later, in May 2018, there were a total of 55 vulner-
able residential areas according to the newly created
definition. When updating the list in 2018, the fig-
ures were adjusted to 43 vulnerable residential areas,
29 ghettos and 15 severe ghetto areas. In December
2019, the numbers had dropped to 40 vulnerable
areas and 28 ghettos, 15 of which still met the defini-
tion of severe ghetto areas.

Crucially, when reviewing the criteria, we see
how the problems were primarily perceived as
related to the people who /ived in the areas, and not
so much the physical environment or the housing
itself. In fact, as many of the housing representatives
interviewed confirmed, many of the vulnerable areas
were only a few decades old or had already carried
out physical reform. And more importantly, the main
criteria, the decisive one, the one that can make
a vulnerable residential area a ghetto, is the ethnic
or racial. That is, only if the proportion of immi-
grant and descendants from non-Western countries
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Table I. Criteria for the Ghetto List. The bold is employed to highlight the changes. Source: Author's own elaboration.

2013

2018

2010

Criteria |  The proportion of 18-to
64-year-olds with no
connection to the labour
market or education
exceeds 40%

Criteria 2 Number of convicts 18+
is over 2.7%

Criteria 3

Criteria 4

Criteria 5 Proportion of immigrants

and descendants from
non-Western countries
exceeds 50%

The proportion of |8- to 64-year-olds
with no connection to the labour
market or education exceeds 40%

Number of convicts 18+ is over 2.7%

The proportion of residents aged
30-59 who only have a basic
education exceeds 50% of all
residents in the same age group
The average gross income of
taxpayers aged 15-64 in the area
excluding education seekers

is less than 55% of the average
gross income for the same group
in the region

Proportion of immigrants and
descendants from non-Western
countries exceeds 50%

The proportion of |8- to 64-year-
olds with no connection to the
labour market or education exceeds
40%

Number of convicts 15+ is more
than 3 times the national
average calculated as an
average over the past 2 years
(in 2018, this was equal to 2.2%)
The proportion of residents aged
30-59 who only have a basic
education exceeds 60% of all
residents in the same age group
The average gross income for
taxpayers aged |15—64 in the area is
less than 55% of the average gross
income for the same group in the
region

Proportion of immigrants and
descendants from non-Western
countries exceeds 50%

The changes are in bold.

exceeds 50 per cent can an area be considered a
ghetto, and therefore only if this criterion is met can
an area be forced to reduce the number of family
housing units.

Be that as it may, the implication of the legisla-
tion was that the areas listed as severe ghettos in
2019, 15 in total (see the distribution in the Danish
geography in Figure 1), would have to reduce the
percentage of housing units aimed for family accom-
modation through the proposal of a Development
Plan (Udviklingsplan). Now what the specific imple-
mentation depended very much on the area in ques-
tion. Therefore, the section will compare the different
plans proposed.

Emerging patterns in the development plans. As men-
tioned earlier, several of the areas in question had
been figuring as conflictive areas since the 1990s,

Bispehaven
Skovgardsparken
Gellerupparken/Toveshgj

Tastrupgard
Gadehavegard

Bispeparken
Agervang Gadelandet/Husumgard
o Tingbjerg/
Ringparken Utterslevhuse
[ ]

Sundparken
(

Finlandsparken @ W or<iiarnaker

[ 3
Stengardsvej Mjolnerparken

Munkebo - goibakken .
Skovvejen/Skovparken yoiismose Motalavej

Norager/Sestjernevej @ Lindholm

Kilde: Transport-, Bygnings- og Boligministeriet POLITIKEN Grafik

Figure |. Map of the development plans.
Source: Politiken Grafik.
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and measures had been taken to curb the negative
tendencies detected by the housing associations
and city council, with the mandatory approval of
the residents. For instance, we see how the strategic
and comprehensive plans in Aalborg East (2008,
2012, 2017) became the Aalborg model (The Non-
Profit Housing Associations of Denmark (BL),
2019), and how the plans for Gellerup in Aarhus
(2010) became an important point of inflection for
the later development plans.

However, these were not the only severe ghetto
areas with ongoing plans and reforms. In fact, almost
all of them, 11 out of 15, had already had at least
one integral urban development plan (Helhedsplan)
implemented, including both physical and social
interventions, and some could even see the effects
of these. The important story here is that the effects
came too late, and with the new legislation this
meant that often newly refurbished areas and hous-
ing units would be demolished (like in Bispehaven)
or sold (like in Mjelnerparken or Vollsmose).

Be that as it may, when looking at the develop-
ment plans in general (see Table 2), the first thing that
draws attention is how they all accept the premise
that the housing areas are somehow cut off from the
surrounding environment, closed around themselves,
and they do not invite people in, so to speak. At the
same time, and consequently, we see how there is a
clear tendency to want to ‘open up’, integrate the area
into the surrounding environment and invite people
from the outside in, or to simply walk or bike through.

When looking closer into the physical character-
istics of the areas in general, one can most certainly
detect problems with the urban planning. For
instance, often we see how certain spatial folds cre-
ate ‘zones of insecurity’, and consequently, as in the
case of Agervang (Holbak), more secure areas shall
be created by opening the areas up ‘so that it can be
more alive, secure, and attractive to visit and live in’
(Planveerkstedet, 2019: 13).

However, one might ask, could this not be said
about practically any parking lot or shaded corner in
a high-rise building? In fact, this kind of intervention
largely corresponds with a broader tendency towards
a securitization of public space, and instead, one
might rather argue that what this idea seems to sug-
gest is that behind the hegemonic idea of a need for
an opening-up (of some spaces) lies an assumption

that certain types of spaces are criminogenic, that is,
they produce crime. However, if this was true, inter-
ventions should and would be made in practically
any low-rise private housing area. In fact, in this
case the closed-off-ness seems only to be a problem
because of the people who dwell in these spaces.

Another important point is that many of these
areas are seen to be too homogeneous both in social
and in urban terms, even though many either already
had private housing or had many different typologies
of housing (senior housing, youth residence, and 1, 2
and 3 room apartments). In fact, one might therefore
argue that the main narrative behind the law, the idea
of parallel societies, is somewhat reproduced in the
problem-formulation and solution in the areas: the
main problem is that the areas and the people who
live there are not part of ‘the rest’ but rather live on
their own, isolated from the surrounding society. It
seems to suggest that there are indeed ‘parallel soci-
eties’ and that these should be broken up. Therefore,
even though these areas are indeed more heterogene-
ous in ethnic terms, the main solution to the prob-
lems is, much like other European cities, social mix.

Now although social mix often refers to the social
and economic resources, the areas are often meant to
be completely changed through the attraction of peo-
ple with social and economic resources, also known
as tenure mix, to promote a mixed composition of
residents. It does not take a doctoral degree to whiff
the implicit hint at ethnicity and that what is really
meant is that the racialized surplus population of the
social housing estates, what Fernandez Arrigoitia
(2018) calls the ‘social housing “Others™ (p. 264)
must be displaced to other areas (moreover, there is
generally not much worry nor consideration regards
to where) and people with greater social and cultural
capital (i.e. the majority society ethnics=Danes)
must be convinced to move in.

In order to scrutinize some of these tendencies
and inherent problem formulations with which the
politicians, professionals, consultants and the hous-
ing associations representatives work, let us look
more closely at Mjolnerparken. 1t is a relevant case
first because it is one of the most famous ‘ghettos’ in
Denmark and, quite tellingly, the place where the
Ghetto Plan was announced in 2018. Second is
the complexity of the case, the historic unfolding in
the multi-ethnic and gentrified neighbourhood of
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Figure 2. Mijglnerparken in aerial view.
Source: Google Maps.

Copenhagen, Norrebro, and, more importantly,
because of the richness of the material with which I
have been able to come across. Finally, it is interest-
ing because although on the surface the intervention
in the area did not stimulate protest in the general
public nor among the political parties in the city nor
the city council (rather surprising as it is more leftist
than the national government), the residents have
organized against the urban interventions rather mas-
sively, especially when compared to other places.

Mijelnerparken

Mjelnerparken is a large Non-Profit Housing (NPH)
estate located in the classic working-class Outer
Norrebro area (according to Time Out in 2021, the
coolest neighbourhood in the world). Built in 1984—
1987 for the middle-classes, most of the 560 units in
Mjoelnerparken are three-room flats. Nonetheless,
the estate also contains co-housing for elderly resi-
dents in two-room or even four-room flats, and 32
youth accommodation units. According to the fig-
ures of the 2019 Ghetto List, the estate had around
1700 residents of more than 80 nationalities, and
with around 83 per cent of immigrants and descend-
ants of non-Western ethnic origin (Transport- og
Boligministeriet, 2020).

Despite being relatively new, the last two decades
several urban renewal plans have been projected.
The latest, an integral urban development plan, was
agreed upon in 2015. The plan included: (a) an urban
renewal of the existing homes, (b) the demolition of
the existing top-floors and residential houses, (c) the
construction of a neighbourhood centre (as opposed
to the existing housing area centre), (d) new-build
penthouses and infill homes which would close-off
the buildings (on themselves and not the area), (e)
the renewal and extension of infrastructure and green
areas to open up the area and (f) the conversion of
some of the ground floor housing units into business
and a daycare centre.

The aim of the interventions was, according to the
plan, threefold: (1) to improve the housing standard,
(2) to create a more secure and safe environment
and (3) to merge the housing estate with the sur-
rounding area. Yet, the main purpose behind all but
the first (a) urban renewal of the existing homes is to
create a more mixed area: by opening up the streets
(e), attracting by-passers through commerce and
services (¢ and f), closing the inter-connectedness
of the estate (d), and displacing some residents (b)
while attracting new and more affluent (d).

Because of this extensive renewal of the housing
units and the area in general, the rentals would
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increase by a 12 per cent, the family housing units
would decrease by 81 units, and the youth accom-
modation would increase to 70 units. The plan was
ratified by the residents in a general assembly cele-
brated in June 2015 (Copenhagen City Council
(KK), 2015). However, as the residential area fell
under the category of severe ghetto introduced in
2018, it had to propose a development plan, thereby
adding to the existing plans a reduction in the num-
ber of family units. Consequently, the housing asso-
ciation moved forward and, despite local efforts to
subvert and oppose this, accepted to include the sale
of 276 apartments into the development plans (KK
and BoVita, 2019).

Quite importantly then, the most obvious change
with the Ghetto Package anno 2018 is not so much
the focus on social mixed-ness and the diverse city
—hegemonic ideas for many decades — but rather the
reduction of family units and an implicit forced dis-
placement of certain subjects. After all, the reduction
of family units has a direct effect on the families liv-
ing in the area, who are mostly poor and therefore
will have much difficulty acquiring the most likely
expensive private apartments nor to pay a ‘normal
rent’, which following the prices in the area would
also be hugely expensive. So, many will be forced to
move out and away from the area, and if not, how do
you decide who will have to be forced to move out?
More importantly.

In any case, although the potentially created rent
gap is certainly an important element, often missing
from the many scientific articles on the topic (see
Frandsen and Hansen, 2020; Jensen and Soderberg,
2022; Olsen and Larsen, 2022; Seemann, 2021;
Simonsen, 2016), an argument diligently put for-
ward by (Risager, 2022a), most certainly the whole
machinery, the Ghetto Package and the execution
which is often not led directly by economic inter-
ests, show incontestable signs of structural racism
(see also Risager, 2022b): in fact, such an important
economic factor as social inequalities are dismissed
or at best downgraded as the essential problem. On
the contrary, we find that some social groups are
considered problematic and disposable, while oth-
ers are desired for. Immigrants and descendants of
people with a non-Western ethnic background are
considered a problem and are directly determinant
for an area to be considered a severe ghetto.

Meanwhile, in the short-term rental option and as
desired subjects in the different urban action plans,
young people, educated and/or with a stable job sit-
uation, are granted immediate access and are funda-
mentally catered for.

Governing the other: urban b/ordering. The first esti-
mates were that thousands of residents would be
displaced (Andersen and Reiermann, 2019) in what
researchers have described as ‘the biggest social
experiment in Danish history’ (Bech-Danielsen
et al., 2021). However, what might seem like simple
local urban policies at a first glance go much further
when compared to similar cases in Europe (see
Bridge, Butler, and Le Galés, 2014; Lees et al.,
2012) and in Canada (see Mele, 2019). One might
indeed argue that there is a tendency to use urban
interventions and specifically gentrification via the
idea of social mix to handle and control migration
and Otherness where one cannot explicitly do this.

The fact is that the interventions imply a contra-
diction, indeed a fundamental paradox of (neo)liber-
alism, as the document outlining the framework
states ‘The Government wants a cohesive Denmark.
A Denmark which is built upon democratic values of
freedom and legal rights. Equality and liberty of
mind. Tolerance and equal rights. [. . .] A parallel
society has been created among people with non-
Western background. Too many immigrants and
descendants are not tied to the surrounding society.
Without education. Without job. And unable to speak
sufficiently Danish’. (Regeringen, 2018: 4).

Once again, the overarching tendency to cultural-
ize social problems takes its toll (see Lundsteen,
2022): the problem is here the inability and indolent
behaviour (read culture) of certain groups of the
Danish society (read non-Western), and the way to
solve this is to ‘integrate’ them into society, by mov-
ing them and criminalizing the unwanted behaviour.

However, even in the case that one might think
that these bordering practices have a noble objective
of including people into society — indeed, one might
argue, that the establishment of social borders
and boundaries is inevitable — the fact is that these
practices have social effects that go well beyond
the apparently intended ones: specific social groups
in Danish society, religious and ethnic minorities,
are being problematized and criminalized, indeed
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racialized, and we see a management of migration
through urban policies and laws.

Without a doubt, as argued earlier as well, these
dynamics relate to others that go beyond the mere
political sphere, while often the policies meant (for
some) to cleanse and promote a deprived area collate
with economic interests in the promotion of neigh-
bourhoods, regions, etc. So, we see how, for instance,
both Nerrebro in Copenhagen and Gellerup in
Aarhus are areas undergoing huge urban transforma-
tions and gentrification. And seeing this one might
as well ask whether these changes demanded an
extra-economic intervention on part of the state, that
is, the need to assure the rent gap or simply put, that
it was a good investment (see Risager, 2022a).

Surely, as argued earlier, significant urban trans-
formations were in place almost in all the areas, and
therefore these would most certainly have undergone
a huge socio-economic transformation. Hence, the
interventions might in fact (sometimes) be consid-
ered the symbolic ordering of the place for the logics
of the real estate market. However, in other regions,
there simply seems to have been very little interest in
investment. The interventions here seem much more
like opportunities for development and capital flow
to otherwise peripheral areas with little the aim to
reorganize and integrate these parts into the city.

Be that as it may, the purpose of this article has not
been to argue the contrary, nor go into further detail,
but rather argue that the three different interpretations
put forward in the introduction are best understood in
co-relation to each other. Although gentrification is
indeed proposed as a measure to promote social mix,
at the same time promoting and implying neoliberal
ideas regarding marketization, privatization and the
social in general, at the same time, in line with what
authors such as Risager (2022b) and Mele (2019)
argue, these ideas and projects are inexplicable
without reference to racialization and the territorial
stigmatization enacted by the law. Furthermore, they
both connect to a larger, more abstract vision of the
Danish society and maybe even Western liberal soci-
eties by large, because through these urban transfor-
mations and this social experiment, certain moralities,
and moral communities of belonging, are being put
in force. In the end, who has the right to decide who
is part of Danish society and what is considered
Danish, and who can rightfully be move around and
criminalized?

Therefore, through the racial neoliberal urban-
ism that the Ghetto Package is an example of, we
also see how certain ideas are implicit about who is
displaceable and who is desirable, which go beyond
the specific interventions, so much that nobody
even seems to question it: the predominant subject
is the White male in all the proposed developmental
plans. Now, obviously this rests on previous pro-
cesses of racialization that goes beyond the specific
law as such (as several authors such as Risager,
2022b; Olsen and Larsen, 2022 and Simonsen,
2016 have shown very elegantly), but more impor-
tantly, it also goes beyond Danish society and point
at tendencies that one might argue are more com-
mon for urban planning in general (much like
authors such as Giovanni Picker et al., 2019, and
Ha and Picker 2022 seem to suggest), but also to
the neoliberal Capitalist State in its management of
poverty and more importantly the so-called surplus
populations (Lundsteen, 2020; Smith, 2011,
Soederberg, 2021; Wacquant, 2010).

First, it is interesting to see that a whole variety
of politicians and civil servants, as well as large part
of the representatives and workers in the non-profit
housing sector, all agree to the following: (1) there
are certain problems in the non-profit housing sec-
tor related to crime, culture and poverty (they only
diverge on the origins of these), and (2) the solution
is a more mixed city or spatial distribution, which
entails attracting middle-class Whites to the non-
profit housing sectors and pushing the lower-income
(often but not always) other-ethnics away, and
equally as important, not deliberating on their
desires or needs (although it is said that this will be
good for them).

Second, one might argue that in Denmark the non-
profit housing sector has historically taken over
where the State did not reach. However, since the
2000s and the gradual crumbling of the social bosom
of the Welfare State, that is, there has been a growing
increase in the externalization and delegation of
social responsibilities to this “Third Sector’ (between
private and public, and rather communitarian),
through housing and social projects in the area. At the
same time, the State has been toughening up, devel-
oping what I call a paternal welfarism, which forces
people to mix or blend in, despite any differences or
inequalities, thus developing a new organicist and
nationalist social democratic idea of society.
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In fact, in a more recent turn of events, the Danish
government has introduced a change to the wording,
moving away from ghetto and instead using the cat-
egories: vulnerable areas, parallel society and areas
of transformation (see Indenrigs og Boligministeriet,
2022). Similarly, they introduced a new category,
preventive areas. For an area to be considered a pre-
ventive area, at least 1000 people must live there of
which over 30 per cent of the residents must have a
non-Western background. In addition, the residents
overall meet two out of four criteria: (1) over 30 per
cent are neither in work nor education — calculated
as an average over two years; (2) at least twice as
many as the national average has been convicted of
a crime over the past two years; (3) over 60 per cent
of the residents have primary school as highest edu-
cation; and (4) the residents’ income is in general
below the average of 65 per cent of the incomes in
the region, which is basically an extension of the
logics of the legislation with a clear aim at extend-
ing the effects even further. Finally, at the same
time, the government has changed the old category
of non-Westerners to MENAPT, which only includes
the predominantly Muslim countries in North Africa
and the Middle East (Bendixen, 2020).

Therefore, I argue that the ghetto legislation is a
compelling example of what I call urban b/ordering
(following the ideas put forward already in 2002 by
van Houtum and Van Naerssen). A phenomenon
which is present in new (by)laws where nation-states
are using criminality as a deterrent against undesired
practices in urban space, openly criminalizing or
problematizing various marginal social groups by
policing informal activities in urban public space,
such as unauthorized urban vendors or others who
live on and off the streets, such as homeless people.

In this sense, the ghetto legislation acts out from
the idea that there are pockets in the Danish geogra-
phy where other norms are present and therefore
crime flourishes; however, it acts consistently on the
idea of parallel society as equal to a grouping of eth-
nic Others, and therefore fundamentally argues that
these are the important boundaries hindering a cohe-
sive society. Consequently, it acts upon these parallel
societies through urban interventions aiming at
opening the areas to allow for a higher penetration
of Danish middle-class presence and thereby value

system. This is often proposed by White Danish
middle-class professionals working in the housing
associations and not living in the areas, and often
overriding neighbourhood demands or already exist-
ing urban plans for improvement, much more mean-
ingful for the residents.

Conclusion

In 2018, the then right-wing government in Denmark
led by Lars Lekke Rasmussen and supported by the
far right-wing party Danish People’s Party presented a
new legislation to end ‘parallel societies’ in Denmark
via a toughening of the criminal law (introducing
double punishment), enforcing Danish knowledge
and nursery school assistance to toddlers, and, more
importantly for this article, a series of urban interven-
tions in ‘ghetto areas’ considered as such mainly when
the proportion of immigrants and descendants from
non-Western countries exceeds 50 per cent.

Until recently, studies have dealt with the discur-
sive formation and the territorial stigmatization
involved in this, and lately studies have focused on
the economic aspects of the urban interventions such
as rent gap and gentrification. In this article, I have
built upon the knowledge from these studies and
through a double analytical move, a historical and a
genealogical analysis of the ghetto law and a com-
parative analysis of the different urban development
plans proposed. I have aimed at broadening out the
analysis through a focus on the bordering elements
in these domains, an analytical move which yields
some interesting findings.

Consequently, I argue that the Ghetto Package is
a compelling example of urban b/ordering — that is,
measures taken to attain social order and gain legiti-
macy by demarcating categories of people to incor-
porate some and exclude others through urban space.
Although the implementation of the legislation is
heterogenous, the desired outcome is almost always
the same: social mix (meaning more presence of
White Danes) through more tenancy mix (privatiza-
tion and marketization of the common) and an open-
ing up and integrating of the area into the whole
(meaning society). That is, the remodelling of the
areas dovetails with the establishment of internal
borders or boundaries between what are perceived
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and represented as problematic or undesirable inhab-
itants and the rest; the underlying assumptions con-
clude that the problems in these areas and the
problematic residents all relate to or emerge out of
the existence of ‘parallel societies’, which again are
the product of a certain set of cultural values (Muslim
or Middle-Eastern/African). The solutions therefore
encompass a disciplining and forced adaptation of
the problematic subjects, who should therefore be
forced to fit-in, by moving to another area either
willingly or sometimes forcefully through the urban
interventions, or move out of the country, via the
strengthening of the deportation and criminal law
regarding migrants and relatives which have been
implemented simultaneously and since 2004 (see
The Local, 2022 and Arce and Suarez-Krabbe, 2018)
— a remodelling of the social and cultural geography
of Denmark that recalls the eugenic and hygienic
social and urban policies of the 19th century. After
all, rooting out evil in the peripheries, or filling in the
holes or cracks on the map of Denmark, very much
sounds like social medicine.
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