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Introduc�on 
Most modern states are mul�-�ered with more than one governmental layer involved 

in regula�on and service provision (Boadway & Shah, 2009). This means many na�onal 

policies are carried out by other governmental layers. Local governments have 

important resources which na�onal government depend on (Goldsmith, 2012; Rhodes, 

1981, 1997; Sellers, 2005). At the same �me, local government is also a formal poli�cal 

layer with degrees of freedom to make local priori�sa�ons (Oates, 1999; Tiebout, 

1956). Taken together: Local governments have both power and discre�on.  

This raises the ques�on of the role of local government in implementa�on of na�onal 

policy goals. Should we view them as hierarchically subordinate implementa�on 

agencies, autonomous local decision-makers or perhaps co-formulators of policies to 

be implemented? The implementa�on literature has not provided us with sufficiently 

clear answers. The top-down literature has primarily seen implementa�on agencies as 

poten�al obstacles stressing the need for control. And the botom-up literature has 

shi�ed focus en�rely away from governmental layers in favour of the street-level 

bureaucrats. Implementa�on research today focuses elsewhere: On street-level 

behaviour as well EU implementa�on (Hill & Hupe, 2022; Sager & Gofen, 2022) (See 

also: Gollata & Newig, 2017). 

This paper seeks to fill the gap by answering: What is the role of local government in 

implementation of national policy? I develop an argument that local government has a 

key role as an interpreter/translator of na�onal policies. The argument builds on 

insights from the American implementa�on literature on federal-state rela�onships 

(Goggin et al., 1990), research on how member states customise when they implement 
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EU legisla�on (Thomann & Zhelyazkova, 2017; Zhelyazkova & Thomann, 2022) and 

proposi�ons from the mul�-level governance literature on nested policy cycles (Newig 

& Koontz, 2014).  

The theore�cal argument is informed by an empirical analysis of the implementa�on of 

the Danish “gheto law” from 2018. This case offers a frui�ul se�ng to unfold and 

conceptualise the role of local government with discre�on built into the law, and with 

mandatory public development plans which make local priori�sa�ons clearly visible. 

Added to this the case offers a strong compara�ve research design across 10 Danish 

ci�es otherwise very similar. This makes different local choices easily iden�fiable and a 

good case for developing new theore�cal proposi�ons. The law required 10 ci�es to 

make development plans for 15 designated social housing areas. The law set a fixed 

na�onal target of max 40 % affordable family housing units by 2030 and provided new 

policy tools, but how to achieve the target remained a local decision. Publicly available 

documents are in this study supplemented by unique access to internal documents, 

correspondence and elite interviews with civil servants and poli�cians, which enables 

us to uncover processes elsewhere invisible or perhaps even deliberately hidden.  

The ar�cle contributes by shedding new theore�cal light on the overlooked role of 

local government in implementa�on processes and suggests renewed empirical focus 

on local government for the implementa�on literature. Specifically, the ar�cle 

contributes with a new conceptual understanding of the role of local government 

during implementa�on processes. This is useful both for the implementa�on literature 

and for our general understanding of how governmental layers play together which is a 

major topic in the mul�-�er and mul�-level governance literatures. 
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The next sec�on reviews what the exis�ng literature tells us about implementa�on in 

mul�-layer or intergovernmental se�ngs. I then present my argument on local 

governments’ role as interpreters or translators of na�onal policy during 

implementa�on and set out two expecta�ons regarding this role. I use these 

expecta�ons to guide the [preliminary] empirical explora�on of the role of Danish local 

governments during the implementa�on of the Danish “gheto law” a�er which I 

return to theory and suggest a new theore�cal conceptualisa�on based on my findings.  

 

The Unexplored Role of Local Government in Policy 
Implementa�on 
Central-local rela�ons and intergovernmental dynamics have been widely researched 

across �me, countries, poli�cal systems as well as cons�tu�onal se�ngs (e.g. Blom-

Hansen, 1999a, 1999b; Boadway & Shah, 2009; Goldsmith, 2002, 2012; Goldsmith & 

Page, 2010; Page, 1991; Page & Goldsmith, 1987; Rhodes, 1980, 1981; Stoker, 1995; 

Stoker, 1991). In mul�-�ered se�ngs implementa�on can be viewed as a special type 

of rela�onship where (at minimum) a double democracy is at work: The superior 

(na�onal) democracy makes policies, which subordinate (local) democracies 

implement. This gives local governments a key role in implementa�on of many na�onal 

policies, and in some countries (Scandinavian) it has even been argued that local 

governments are “…by far the most important implementing agencies of the welfare 

state.” (Blom-Hansen, 1999a, p. 45).  

On the one hand, it would be naïve to think of resourceful local governments as happy 

implementers willing to do whatever they are asked to by na�onal policy makers 

(Rhodes, 1981, 1997; Winter, 1998; Winter & Nielsen, 2008). In an increasingly 
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urbanised world, it might be as Sellers argues: “In the most extreme form, local actors 

become the principals, and hierarchical superiors within the state become the potential 

agents.” (2005, p. 433). On the other hand, local governments are not free to 

implement just as they please but must remain within limits set by na�onal 

governments (e.g. Page, 1991; Peterson, 1981). But what is the role of local 

governments then in the context of implementa�on? The implementa�on literature 

has devoted litle aten�on to answering this ques�on.  

Pressman and Wildavsky were among the first to note “the complexity of joint ac�on” 

and how this implied, that what got implemented not always was the same as what 

was decided (Pressman & Wildavsky, 1984 [1973]). This complexity between actors has 

arguably only increased, and a vast literature has over the last 20 years or so 

characterised systems of mul�-level governance, with mul�ple actors and layers 

involved in policy processes (e.g. Hooghe & Marks, 2003; Peters & Pierre, 2001). Hill 

and Hupe argue that the implementa�on literature deals inadequately with the fact 

that several layers of government are o�en involved in policy processes, and that this 

leads to a “mul�-layer problem” (2003; 2022, pp. 80-82). This means that what is 

some�mes seen as failed policy implementa�on could in fact be legi�mate policy co-

formation at another governmental layer. However, they do not elaborate their 

concept of policy co-formation much further than sta�ng there is likely to exist “...an 

interpretive space within a complex inter-institutional framework, allowing ‘agencies’ 

to exercise discretion” (2022, p. 220).  This interpreta�ve space stands unexplored in 

the implementa�on literature, and as Cline argues: “We must work toward a fuller 

understanding of the complex interplay between state and federal activities in 
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intergovernmental implementation.” (2003, p. 80). However, scholars have recently 

argued that implementa�on research today focuses elsewhere: Namely on individual 

street-level behaviour as well EU implementa�on (Hill & Hupe, 2022; Sager & Gofen, 

2022) (See also: Gollata & Newig, 2017). I seek to fill the gap on the role of local 

government in implementa�on by transferring arguments from related implementa�on 

research on the US federal system and the European Union. 

In the American context, Goggin, Bowman, Lester and O’toole (1990) have argued that 

states are caught between pressure from above (federal layer) and below (local layer) 

and have proposed an intergovernmental “communica�ons model” for implementa�on 

in a federal system where governmental layers send messages to each other. This 

implies that states play a constant role in interpreting and responding to messages 

from above and below. The model has been prone to some cri�cism, e.g. for its rather 

slim focus on communica�on (Hill & Hupe, 2022), lack of target groups (Saba�er, 1992), 

overlooking states’ ability to act on their own (Ibid) and an incomplete understanding 

of the rela�onship between actors and ins�tu�ons (Cline, 2000) and between strategic 

implementa�on actors (Cline, 2000; Imperial, 2021). Nonetheless, it has been 

successfully applied in a good handful of empirical studies across a diverse range of 

policy areas, primarily in the US (and one Australian case) (Cline, 2003; Giunta, 2010; 

Hildebrand, 2015; Low & Carney, 2012; McNeal, 2013; Schmeida & McNeal, 2013). 

Some of the studies, however, also reveal that the “communica�ons model”  needs a 

more elaborate understanding of intergovernmental interdependencies (Cline, 2003; 

Low & Carney, 2012) and some studies also point to the importance of historical 
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decisions or prior experience at the state level (which is not part of the model) (Giunta, 

2010; Hildebrand, 2015; McNeal, 2013).  

Similarly, a part of the EU implementa�on literature has been interested in ques�ons of 

compliance (Mastenbroek, 2005, pp. 1109-1110; Thomann & Sager, 2017; Thomann & 

Zhelyazkova, 2017). In this literature it has been suggested, we need to inves�gate how 

rules from the EU layer are transposed or customised on the na�onal layer below. 

Thomann and Zhelyazkova (2017; 2022) argue that domes�c poli�cs maters (closer to 

the source of the problem to be solved) and that customisa�on maters for prac�cal 

compliance. This resembles the core argument in the “communica�ons model”. I 

combine these insights and argue that we in the same way can perceive of local 

government – or even more broadly any subordinate implementa�on agent with 

representa�ve democra�c organs - as an interpreter or translator, which turns policy 

from above into something that makes sense locally. It is the aim of this paper to 

elaborate and conceptualise this role through the empirical case.  

Before I turn to empirics, I set out two expecta�ons on the role of local government 

and how local government plays together with na�onal government in the context of 

implementa�on. First, as already argued, as an implementa�on agent local government 

has considerable discre�on and power. Rhodes argues, organisa�ons will exchange 

resources in a series of bargaining games to maximise own influence (Rhodes, 1981; 

1997, pp. 8-9). Local governments will therefore try to maximise influence towards 

na�onal layer, minimise implementa�on costs and maximise output in accordance with 

local preferences and condi�ons. This includes social, economic and poli�cal factors at 

the local level (Cline, 2003) and based on the studies men�oned above (Giunta, 2010; 
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Hildebrand, 2015; McNeal, 2013), I add historical factors to be of importance (Hall & 

Taylor, 1996; Pierson, 2000).  

The first expecta�on regarding implementa�on by local government therefore is that 

implementation of national legislation by local government encompasses a 

discretionary room for interpretation, which local governments will seek to exploit in 

accordance with local preferences and conditions. 

The second expecta�on is about the rela�onship between governmental layers and the 

recurring discussion within the implementa�on literature of where policy forma�on 

stops, and policy implementa�on begins? Pülzl and Treib have summed up this long-

standing debate by sta�ng that:  

“Bottom-uppers have successfully convinced the wider community of 

implementation scholars that implementation is more than the technical 

execution of political orders from above. It is itself a political process in the 

course of which policies are frequently reshaped, redefined or even completely 

overturned.”(Pülzl & Treib, 2007, p. 100) 

In a similar vein Newig and Koontz (2014) have argued we can perceive EU policy 

implementa�on as involving nested policy cycles. When the policy process at the EU 

goes from agenda se�ng over decision to the implementa�on stage, a secondary 

policy cycle at the subordinate level begins with e.g. dra�ing of local ini�a�ves, 

decision and implementa�on (2014, pp. 256-257). This second policy cycle feeds back 

to the primary policy cycle’s evalua�ve stage. I argue the rela�onship between na�onal 

and local government and the policy forma�on and policy implementa�on stages 
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might be viewed in the same way – but that feedback might take place much earlier 

than formal evalua�on. Resourceful local governments are likely to reach to na�onal 

government as soon as it becomes clear, that na�onal government is likely to impose 

new implementa�on tasks that may or may not be in line with local wishes. I therefore 

expect that implementation of national policy by local government can be perceived of 

as a subordinate policy cycle nested in the national policy cycle with feedback loops and 

interaction between government layers. 

Figure 1: Nested cycles: Linking na�onal legisla�on with local implementa�on 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: Adapted and simplified from Newig and Koontz (2014) 

Design 
The study is designed as an exploratory case study (Gerring, 2017; Yin, 1994) with the 

primary aim of developing a more theore�cally rich understanding of the role of local 

government during implementa�on (analy�cal generalisa�on) (Yin, 1994, p. 10). I have, 

however, also set out an argument with expecta�ons that local government plays a role 

as an interpreter or translator during implementa�on. I use these, not as tradi�onal 

deduc�ve hypotheses to be tested, but to provide analy�cal focus to the empirical 

Na�onal  
policymaking  

cycle 

Local 
implementa�on 

cycle 
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sec�on. In short: The empirical material is used to describe in order to build new 

theory on the role of local government in implementa�on (Kreuzer, 2019).  

I argue the Danish gheto law is a frui�ul se�ng for this purpose and my case selec�on 

strategy goes like this: To unfold and explore the role of local government we need to 

inves�gate a policy area where na�onal government formulates policy and where local 

government is responsible for implementa�on (basic condi�on for the present 

research ques�on). Second, to uncover the “interpreta�ve room” and how it is used 

across ci�es, we should ideally inves�gate a policy area, where local governments hold 

important resources and have some degrees of freedom on implementa�on. This will 

maximise our chances of seeing local interpreta�on/transla�on taking place. Third, we 

should aim for a case, where it is possible to uncover both the interplay between 

governmental layers as well as what happens when local governments 

interpret/translate. This means processes and interplay should be inves�gable in such a 

way that we are able to shed light on interplay and processes. Finally, as I have also set 

out an expecta�on that local interpreta�on/transla�on is likely to vary depending on 

local preferences and condi�ons, we should prefer a case which offers within-case 

varia�on (Gerring, 2017, p. 30) to be able to iden�fy how local 

interpreta�on/transla�on varies within the case.  

The Danish “gheto law” from 2018 poses such a se�ng. First, second-layer discre�on 

is built into this specific law as local governments are required to formulate local 

development plans together with housing organisa�ons as the first step in local 

implementa�on. Thus, in this empirical se�ng we are very likely to see the role of local 

government unfolding at first hand. Second, the requirements in the gheto law pushes 
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understandings, priori�sa�ons, and decisions at the local level out into publicly 

available documents. Combined with unique access to also internal policy documents, 

we can get a full understanding of this specific case and thus study mechanisms which 

in other implementa�on processes may be invisible or perhaps even deliberately 

hidden. Third, the case offers a strong within-case compara�ve research design across 

10 Danish ci�es otherwise very similar (Collier, 1993; Lijphart, 1971; Møller, 2012; 

Ragin, 1987; Yin, 1994). This makes different local choices easily iden�fiable and a good 

case for exploring varia�on as a basis for developing new theore�cal proposi�ons. 

However, as argued, the overall research aim is not so much on explaining different 

outcomes, as it is to describe and explore the role of local government. Therefore, the 

varia�on discovered across cases on how implementa�on/transla�on takes place, will 

in this study be used to build an encompassing ideal type of the underlying dimensions 

that the role of local government entails during implementa�on of na�onal legisla�on. 

Finally, although Denmark is a unitary state, it is also a very decentralised state 

(Boadway & Shah, 2009), where local government has large degrees of freedom. This 

should make findings generalisable also to other systems, e.g. federal systems where 

lower poli�cal layers have formal policy-making preroga�ves. 

 

The Danish “Gheto” Law 
I now present key elements of the Danish “gheto law” from 2018 followed by a 

presenta�on of data sources.  Since the turn of the century different Danish 

governments have tried to tackle problems in the so-called “ghetoes” (Regeringen, 

2010, 2014, 2018). In 2018 new legisla�on was passed, colloquially known as the “the 
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gheto law”1. This was a framework law: The law made it mandatory to change the 

housing mix in the “hard ghetoes” (defined by criteria in the law) to max 40 % 

affordable family housing units by 2030. Most areas were prior to the law comprised 

almost exclusively of social housing units (i.e. 100 % or close to this). The law provided 

new or reinforced tools to change the housing composi�on: Demoli�ons, selling off 

land to private development, selling off exis�ng housing units to become private 

owned, building new private housing or commercial dwellings, and relabelling exis�ng 

family housing into housing for either young people or elderly. A parallel law2 provided 

financial support for housing associa�ons from The Na�onal Building Fund to be able 

to implement the chosen measures. How to mix the new tools remained a local 

agreement between municipali�es and housing organisa�ons. Importantly, the law 

also offered some op�ons for dispensa�on which made it possible for some areas to 

reach for a target percent higher than 40 (higher target percent equals less change in 

housing composi�on). Dispensa�on required ministerial approval. As the development 

plans were decided during 2019 it was clear that very different plans for the designated 

15 housing areas (across 10 municipali�es) were made (Trafik-, Bygge- og 

Boligstyrelsen, 2019). 

 

 
1 I use the term ”ghetto law” to refer only to the changes made to “Lov om almene boliger” which 
demanded physical development plans to be made (L38 2018/2019). The law was part of a “package” 
which also included legislation on other policy areas such as socially mixed childcare, sanctions for 
children not going to school and higher penalties. 
2 L39 (2018/2019) 
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Data 
The analysis of the role of local government in the implementa�on of the “gheto law” 

is based on a range of primarily qualita�ve data. These include the before-men�oned 

publicly available development plans and municipal decision documents. All publicly 

available na�onal poli�cal agreements and legisla�ve documents from parliament as 

well as unique access to all relevant internal documents and correspondence regarding 

the gheto law from the former Ministry of Transport and Housing and selected 

municipali�es (at the �me of wri�ng [November 2023] this includes the City of Aarhus) 

from the period autumn 2017 to autumn 2019 when development plans were formally 

approved. These valuable writen sources which have supported real-world processes 

and decisions, will be combined with elite interviews with key civil servants and 

na�onal and local poli�cians [not conducted per November 2023]. Interviews will be 

aimed to triangulate findings and to fill gaps not covered by writen material and to ask 

for mo�ves and links between events and ac�ons. Finally, media coverage and research 

reports supplement the primary sources where relevant.  

 

Table 1: Overview of Data on “Gheto Law”, Q3 2017- Q3 2019 

Type of data Source Amount 
Poli�cal agreements 
Legisla�ve documents 

Danish Government 
Danish Parliament 
(L38 and L39 2018/2019) 

Approx. 1.300 pages  

Internal ministerial 
documents and 
correspondence 

Ministry of Transport and 
Housing (includes material 
from other relevant 
ministries) 

Approx. 29.000 pages 
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Local development 
plans and decision 
documents 

10 municipali�es covering 
15 “ghetoes”3 

Approx 3.300 pages 

Internal municipal 
documents and 
correspondence 

1-2 municipali�es covering 
2-4 “ghetoes” 

[TBD] 
 

Elite interviews Civil servants from 
ministries and 
municipali�es 
Na�onal and local 
poli�cians 

[TBD] 
4-6 interviews w. ministerial civil 
servants 
2 interviews w. na�onal poli�cians 
2 interviews w. mayors 
4-6 interviews w. municipal civil 
servants 

Media and research 
reports 

Na�onal and local 
newspapers (online) 
Sector reports from VIVE 
and BUILD4 

- 

 

Data collec�on followed two tracks: A na�onal and a local. In the na�onal track a 

partnership agreement was made with the relevant ministry to be granted access to 

the internal documents on the prepara�on and early implementa�on of the law as well 

as to relevant correspondence. This resulted in a large number of diverse documents 

covering background material, memos, poli�cal proposals, leters and correspondence, 

emails, cover leters, preparatory material for the minister, press releases etc. 

Documents were pre-sorted in large pdf’s comprising all documents in the original 

cases in the file system in the ministry, such as documents for: Ministerial commitee 

on parallel socie�es, the ministerial coordina�on commitee, the economic commitee, 

 
3 Municipalities (areas): Esbjerg (Stengårdsvej), Holbæk (Agervang), Horsens (Sundparken), Høje 
Taastrup (Gadehavegaard, Taastrupgaard), Kolding (Munkebo, Skovvejen/Skovparken), København 
(Mjølnerparken, Tingbjerg/Utterslevhuse), Odense (Vollsmose), Slagelse (Motalavej, Ringparken), Vejle  
(Finlandsparken) and Aarhus (Bispehaven, Gellerup/Toveshøj) 
4 Harvested from www.udsatteomraader.dk  

http://www.udsatteomraader.dk/
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poli�cal nego�a�ons, legisla�ve process, mee�ngs with parliamentary speakers, 

approval of development plans etc.  

At the same �me parliamentary documents were harvested online (Proposed bill, 

parliamentary minutes, Q and As, recommenda�ons and amendments from the 

parliamentary commitee etc.). This is to be followed by elite interviews with relevant 

actors [not yet conducted]. In the local track all development plans were harvested 

from the ministerial webpage. This was combined with collec�on of local decision 

documents from municipal webpages (The development plans were appendices to 

these). This is supplemented by internal documents from a selec�on of municipali�es 

(again covering all types of internal, close-to-decision-process documents: memos, 

emails, poli�cal proposals, leters, minutes etc.), and again this will be followed by elite 

interviews with relevant actors from a subset of municipali�es [not yet conducted]. 

All writen materials were analysed in an itera�ve process. With large amounts of data 

covering thousands of pages, I used a three-fold analy�cal strategy: 1) Skim, 2) read, 

and 3) interpret (Bowen, 2009). Regarding interpreta�on of the material, I on the one 

hand set out with my two theore�cal proposi�ons in mind, on the other hand I kept it 

open that I could encounter new informa�on and themes within the material. The 

analy�cal process was then a mater of working back and forth between my case and 

theory (exis�ng theory and new proposi�ons) (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012, pp. 27-

29; Swedberg, 2011, 2017). 
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Figure 2: Simplified illustra�on of the analy�cal process  

 

Specifically, the analy�cal process proceeded as follows: Na�onal writen documents 

were skimmed, and key passages marked for later retrieval. These documents and 

passages were then read and interpreted. This was especially useful for establishing 

�melines, different policy posi�ons, policy development, poli�cal processes, local 

factors as well as interac�on between governmental layers and other actors. Local 

decision documents and development plans were summarised in 1-2 pages long case 

reports focusing on key elements of each plan, poli�cal posi�ons, coopera�on with 

housing associa�ons, prior steps/polices in the city/area and the local process together 

with some illustra�ve quotes. An overview of implementa�on tools and choices was 

made using a spreadsheet. These preliminary case overviews are later to be elaborated 

through interviews aimed to fill gaps not covered by writen material and to ask for 

mo�ves and links between events and ac�ons [Interviews not yet conducted]. Having 

taken these steps, I then contrasted empirical findings with exis�ng theory to set out 

new theore�cal proposi�ons. 

 

Empirical 
material

New theoretical 
propositionsExisting theory
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Preliminary Findings [Work-in-progress] 
[As I am not yet finished with the data collection and data analysis, I only present some 

preliminary findings below. Quotes/extracts are not included at this point.] 

The new law came about a�er a preparatory process within government during 

autumn/winter 2017-2018. A poli�cal package of proposals was presented 1st of March 

2018 followed by poli�cal nego�a�ons in parliament. Then came a tradi�onal hearing 

process over the summer followed by a legisla�ve process in the autumn months of 

2018. The final bill was effec�ve from 1st of December 2018 giving municipali�es and 

housing organisa�ons 6 months to start implementa�on by preparing local 

development plans to be send to the Ministry of Housing and Transport for approval no 

later than 1st of June 2019. 

Figure 3: Timeline – from prepara�on to implementa�on 

The analysis below is structured chronologically. Respec�ng that it can be difficult to 

draw clear lines between poli�cal phases, I divide the analysis into two broad sec�ons: 

1) Na�onal prepara�on, nego�a�on and legisla�on. This is from the first concep�on of 
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a policy process to the end of the legisla�ve process which inherently is a na�onal 

process. 2) Local processes in concerned municipali�es- covering early prepara�on to 

prac�cal implementa�on begins. My preliminary findings suggests that these two 

processes overlap a good deal. 

Table 2 presents an overview of local governments’ ac�ons in the different poli�cal 

phases. The last column highlights how these ac�ons corresponds to different facets of 

the role local governments have. 

Table 2: Local Governments’ Ac�ons in Different Phases 

Phase Local governments’ ac�ons  Role 
1. Preparatory gov. 
commitee             
sep-dec 2017 

Hos�ng visi�ng ministries (Aarhus, Odense) 
Some municipali�es contact/seek to  
influence commitee  
 

Preparing 
Influencing – 
making aware of 
problems and 
possible solu�ons 

2. Finalising policy 
proposal                 
jan-feb 2018 
3. Presenta�on 
and nego�a�ons         
mar-jun 2018 

Inves�gate local consequences if proposal turns 
into reality (what does it mean for us)  
Influencing – leters or media  
Local poli�cal anchoring (§17,4-commitees or 
other poli�cal fora) 
Local poli�cal discussions, including framing 

Inves�ga�ng 
Influencing 
Poli�cal anchoring 

4. Hearing and 
prepara�on             
jun-sep 2018 
5. Legisla�ve 
process in 
parliament           
oct-nov 2018 

Inves�gate local consequences  
Influence – formal response to hearing and other 
channels  
Local poli�cal anchoring  
Local poli�cal discussions, including framing  
Start of nego�a�ons with housing associa�ons  
 

Inves�ga�ng 
Influencing 
Poli�cal anchoring 
Preparing 
implementa�on 

6. Local impl. start                          
dec 2018-may 
2019 

Dra� development plans 
Frame and connect to local situa�on, exis�ng local 
policies and prior efforts  
Decision on  

1) Level of ambi�ons (dispensa�on or not?) 
2) Mix of policy tools (hard/so� tools) 
3) Expansion or reduc�on of geographical 

area? 

Transposing 
na�onal legisla�on 
to local se�ng 
Balancing local 
interests 
Establishing extra 
ini�a�ves 
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4) Supplementary efforts (not required by 
law) 

Formal nego�a�ons with housing associa�ons  
Poli�cal discussions in council  
Formal decision of plan to ministry (target, tools, 
finance, �meline, organisa�on etc.)  

Making formal 
implementa�on 
decision 

7. Approval of 
development plans            
jun-sep 2019 
 
8. Prac�cal 
implementa�on 

Prepara�ons start 
Dialogue with ministry/agency (ques�ons, 
amendments)  
Planning, projec�ng 
Carrying out first ini�a�ves  
Feedback to ministry, evalua�on (Implementa�on 
forum, gheto representa�ves, yearly assessment) 
(legally required)  

Planning and 
projec�ng 
Carrying out 
Engaging in 
dialogue and 
feeding back 

 

As can be seen local governments took on a range of very different tasks when faced 

with this new na�onal legisla�on.  

Na�onal prepara�on, nego�a�on and legisla�on 
Already in the autumn of 2017 – a year before the legisla�ve process formally began in 

Danish Parliament – some municipali�es (Aarhus, Copenhagen) were ac�vely trying to 

influence the future policy proposal that government was working on. This included 

poin�ng at problems, new legisla�on should try to fix as well as poin�ng out 

consequences of new na�onal proposals.  

Such efforts con�nued and are also present in other ci�es a�er government had 

publicly announced its proposal in spring 2018. Inves�ga�ng consequences, 

communica�ng these to government and establishing local poli�cal anchoring points 

were key tasks at this stage. Almost all municipali�es established some sort of poli�cal 

arena for local discussions and prepara�on. This took different forms: In two ci�es 

poli�cal nego�a�ons were made ending with writen poli�cal agreements on future 

implementa�on (Odense, Aarhus) (before legisla�on was passed), five ci�es 
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established or con�nued temporary poli�cal commitees5 on this specific policy area, 

two ci�es anchored poli�cal discussions in other forums (Copenhagen and Vejle) and 

only one city made no special poli�cal anchoring point (Holbæk). These anchoring 

points were used to prepare implementa�on in different ways: To inves�gate 

consequences, work with scenarios, (prepare) discussions with housing associa�ons 

etc. Over the summer a formal hearing process took place, which several municipali�es 

– and the interest group Local Government Denmark (KL) - par�cipated in. Some 

municipali�es were also ac�ve during the subsequent parliamentary process trying to 

influence legisla�on once again. In accordance with the theore�cal expecta�on, it is 

clear from these processes that local governments tried to exploit their posi�on as 

future implementa�on agencies already in early policy stages. It is also clear that a 

local political policy process started – and in some instances this was long before 

legisla�on was even passed and there was something to implement. Again, this 

corresponds with the theore�cal expecta�on. 

Local prepara�on and implementa�on 
When the law was passed in November 2018, local governments began formally 

transposing the new legisla�on to the local se�ng. The key process here consisted of 

dra�ing of development plans. This was done through nego�a�ons between housing 

associa�ons and poli�cal and/or administra�ve representa�ves from council. In this 

process local government had a key role in balancing different local interests and 

finding a way to implement locally that made sense poli�cally, socially, economically 

 
5 “§17, 4-committees” – referring to a specific paragraph in the Danish regulation of local governments, 
which allows for such non-standing committees (Høje Taastrup, Kolding, Slagelse, Esbjerg and Horsens) 
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and with regards to historical efforts. In this phase key decisions were made on 

whether to apply for dispensa�on (where applicable), how to view the geographical 

area (the law included op�ons to narrow or enlarge this a�er applica�on) and of 

course how to mix the specific policy tools provided by the new law to achieve the 

na�onal target. Most development plans men�on explicitly what exis�ng social 

housing efforts (including prior or planned regenera�on of social housing in the areas), 

local plans or other local policies were in the areas/municipali�es and builds the local 

implementa�on of the new law onto these exis�ng efforts. Other key arguments for 

the specific local implementa�on choices include economic arguments (such as not 

tearing down newly renovated housing units), preserving a cri�cal amount of social 

housing in the municipality or establishing specific types of housing (e.g. for students) 

for which there is high demand (i.e. social and demographic arguments). Further, all 

development plans added extra local ini�a�ves which were not formally required by 

law. Typically, this included a range of targeted social services, job efforts, efforts to 

prevent crime etc., but in some instances also municipal investments in new 

infrastructure or public func�ons which are not funded by na�onal government. This 

phase of implementa�on ended with formal decisions on development plans by 

housing organisa�ons and local councils. All development plans were approved with 

majori�es of at least 2/3 of the council votes (and most plans (12/15) with more than 

80 % in favour) indica�ng a high degree of consensus among most local poli�cians. 
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Table 3: Different implementa�on choices across municipali�es and areas 

Table 3 gives an overview of different implementa�on choices across ci�es and housing 

areas. As can be seen, the different development plans have very different target 

percentages: This can be seen as a measure of how much the housing areas are to be 

physically changed (note that target percentage refers to the remaining amount of 

social family housing units, which means that a lower percentage means more change). 

Target percentages over 40 can only be reached a�er being granted dispensa�on, and 

dispensa�on was only eligible for some areas. The table also includes the share of 

housing units to be demolished – again this percentage is highly skewed as some tear 

down very few housing units and some a substan�al amount. These differences clearly 

Housing area Municipality Dispensation
Plan target 
percent*

Demolition 
percentage**

Finlandsparken Vejle 1. Granted 68% 0%
Sundparken Horsens 1. Granted 60% 0%
Munkebo Kolding 1. Granted 60% 6%
Motalavej Slagelse 1. Granted 58% 38%
Agervang Holbæk 1. Granted 56% 0%
Ringparken Slagelse 2. Not granted 40% 17%
Skovvejen/Skovparken Kolding 2. Not granted 38% 26%
Mjølnerparken København 3. Not eligible/applied 40% 5%
Gadehavegård Høje-Taastrup 3. Not eligible/applied 40% 26%
Taastrupgaard Høje-Taastrup 3. Not eligible/applied 40% 29%
Bispehaven Aarhus 3. Not eligible/applied 40% 37%
Stengårdsvej Esbjerg 3. Not eligible/applied 39% 20%
Tingbjerg/Utterslevhuse København 3. Not eligible/applied 39% 2%
Vollsmose Odense 3. Not eligible/applied 35% 35%
Gellerupparken/Toveshøj Aarhus 3. Not eligible/applied 32% 39%
* As stated in development plans except for Gellerup where it is calculated using ministerial 
guidelines (Low percentage indicates more change)
** Calculated as share of housing units (to be) demolished out of total os social housing 
units in base year 2010 (High percentage indicates more demolishment)
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indicate that a local adap�on of the na�onal inten�ons has taken place. Again, this 

corresponds with the theore�cal predic�on of a discre�onary room, which local 

governments used to their own (local) best – based on local preferences and 

condi�ons. 

The local implementa�on processes also give a good picture of the content of the 

secondary (local) policy processes. The role of local government in these processes 

entails discussions, priori�sa�on, and decisions on local maters, but also includes 

interac�on and feedback to the na�onal poli�cal layer.  

Final plans included also details on finance, organisa�on, �meline etc. and were sent to 

the ministry for formal approval. Only a�er this could planning and projec�ng as well 

as actual carrying out (prac�cal implementa�on) begin. This final phase in the 

inves�gated period also included a close dialogue with the Ministry of Transport and 

Housing, where a new “implementa�on forum” was established. This forum was used 

to pass informa�on, share knowledge and give room for feedback between senior civil 

servants from the ministry and the relevant municipali�es. The forum is also used to 

iden�fy and clear out obstacles which might occur as implementa�on takes place 

towards 2030, where all development plans must be realised.  

 

Theore�cal Implica�ons [work-in-progress] 
Based on the preliminary analysis I now briefly return to the theore�cal expecta�ons, I 

set out. Based on the exis�ng literature, I expected that local implementa�on would 

take place in a discre�onary room and how local governments would seek to use this 
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based on local preferences and condi�ons. Further, I expected that this could be 

viewed as a secondary policy cycle nested within the na�onal cycle with interac�on 

between the two. Both expecta�ons are evident in the preliminary analysis of the 

Danish “gheto law”. At the same �me, the empirical material has allowed to put more 

substance on the role of local governments in implementa�on processes. The Danish 

“gheto law” has highlighted that local implementa�on of na�onal policy indeed is 

much more than prac�cal carrying out (Gollata & Newig, 2017; Pülzl & Treib, 2007). 

Local governments’ role in implementa�on covers a wide range of different ac�vi�es. 

In figure 4 below, I use these insights to propose a new ideal type of the mul�-faceted 

role local government has in implementa�on. 

 

Figure 4: Ideal Type of Local Government’s Mul�-Faceted Role in Implementa�on  
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The empirical material has also pointed out that local implementa�on is a poli�cally 

anchored and poli�cally led process. Implementa�on choices are not administra�ve 

technicali�es le� to the bureaucrats. The local process is kept close to council and local 

poli�cians are deeply involved in how the law should be implemented locally. This 

corresponds with the parts of the implementa�on literature that has acknowledged 

that implementa�on is a poli�cal process in which policy con�nues to shaped (e.g. 

Bardach, 1977; Barret & Fudge, 1981; Hill & Hupe, 2022; Hjern & Hull, 1982; 

Nakamura & Smallwood, 1980; Pülzl & Treib, 2007; Rhodes, 1981). 
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