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STRONG DEMOCRACY



DOES CONSTITUTIONS SECURE LOCAL DEMOCRACY? 



THE CASE OF DENMARK


Roger Buch


Ph.D., Professor in Political Science
Danish School of Media and Journalism
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ARGUMENTS FOR LOCAL SELF-RULE AND  LOCAL DEMOCRACY


Ø Separation of power


ØHorizontal separation of powers: government, parliament and courts
 ØVertical separation of powers: national, regional and local levels


Ø Welfare economics: Local solutions more efficient than one-size-fits-all solutions


Ø Local self-rule creates innovation and functions as an experimenatrium for different 
 solutions to problems – many solutions opens for the best solution


Ø Freedom of choice: Many municipalities with real autonomy gives citizen different 
 service/tax/policy packages to choose from when the decide where to live


Ø Local knowledge gives better political decisions adapting to local conditions, needs 
 and interests 


Ø Local decisions gives local support and legitimacy
 Ø More people are involved in democracy 


Ø Democratic equality 


Ø Local democracy as a human right



(3)
THE DANISH CONSTITUTION –



“GRUNDLOVEN”


Current revised version is from 1953


Many parts and paragraphs are unchanged since first 


constitution1849 event though the constitution has been revised 
 1866,1915 and 1953.


The constitution is difficult to change – requires to be passed by 
 parliament, and after a new election to be passed unchanged 
 again by parliament, and finally to be supported by a majority 
 of voters in an referendum – the yes vote should be at least 40 
 percent of the electorate.


Local self-rule is guaranteed as a citizen right in section eight of 
the constitution – this sections has 14 paragraphs and secure for 
instance:  freedom to speech, freedom of the press, the right to 
privacy, the right to form parties and interest organizations, the 
right to assemble etc.
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CONSTITUTIONAL LOCAL SELF-RULE


Ø The constitution does NOT specify:


Ø The right of municipalities to collect taxes


Ø The services provided to citizens by municipalities


Ø The relation between national government and local governments


Ø All this is regulated by numerous laws and traditions      
 and can be change form year to year


Ø A broad consensus in parliament has since the 1960´s extended the local self rule
Ø All parties in parliament support local self-rule – but not regional self rule. 
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SAME CONSTITUTION- DIFFERENT LOCAL DEMOCRACY


Ø Local taxes on goods and income goes back to and even before the 19th century
 Ø Local services was limited until the first municipal reform in 1970


Ø1.400 municipalities merged into 275 municipalities


Ø14 counties was established (health, high schools, public transportation etc.)


Ø 1970s to 1990s many new tasks were given to municipalities


Ø A new municipal reform in 2007 reduced the number of municipalities to 98 and the 
 municipalities were given new tasks taken from the 14 counties that was merged into 5 
 regions – in reality health regions


Minimal state municipalities with national state control


Welfare municipality with high degree of autonomy
Centralization and more state control  
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THE WELFARE STATE: WORLD RECORD IN TAXATION


Total taxation as share of GDP
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NO MATTER WHO IS IN GOVERMENT


Total taxation as share of GDP
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THE WELFARE STATE IS A WELFARE MUNICIPALITY
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BASED ON REAL LOCAL RULE AND AUTONOMY


Costs:


- Care for the elderly
 - Daycare


- Primary School
 - Culture


- Sports


Taxes and payments
 - Local income tax 
 - Property tax
 - Tax on companies
 - Child care


- Kindergarten


- Afternoon care after school
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THE MOST DECENTRALIZED COUNTRY IN THE WORLD
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VOTERS ARE VERY ACTIVE IN DENMARK
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DISTRIBUTION OF MAJORS MUST BE IMPORTANT?


2017


47
 1
 8
 1
 37
 2
 DF         1
 Alt.        1
 Sum     98


Percent:         


V     48
 SD     38
 I alt   86
 Social democrats


Radical Liberals
 Conservative


Socialist Peoples Party
 Liberals


Local Lists
 Share
 Liberals


Social Democrats
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PARTY POLITICS IN DENMARK


Ø Stable four-party system 1905-1960


Ø 8-14 parties at national elections since the 1970’s 


Ø Local parties have been common, even dominating in the early 19th century, 
 but has declined after electoral reform in 1909 and the two municipal 


reforms in 1970 and 2007


Ø Parties are top-down, hierarchical systems controlled by party discipline –
 as described by Robert Michels in his 1913 study of German parties. “The 
 Iron Law of Oligarchy” fits well to Danish parties 


Ø Local party organizations are autonomous from national parties, and not 
 under control from the national party. But again in each municipality top-
 down hierarchical structures are found inside the local party branches 
 Ø Political consensus is a strong norm in local politics, and most major 


decisions are made with broad majority
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(15)
COOPERATION BETWEEN NATIONAL AND  LOCAL GOVERNMENTS


Ø Yearly agreement on service production, investments and taxes etc.


Ø Since 1979 a yearly agreements has been made between the 
 Government and Local Government Denmark – the interest 


organization for municipalities – ”labour union of municipalities”


Ø It is an asymmetric negotiation, but positive cooperation is easy way 
 of steering municipalities “cooperation is better than control”


Ø Local government is also guided by laws for for schools, 
 kindergarten, care for the elderly etc. – laws for everything!


Ø But still wide autonomy for municipalities
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CAN WE COMPARE GHANA AND DENMARK?


§ Area:


§ Ghana: 238.535 km²


§ Denmark: 42.993 km²


§ Population:


§ Ghana: 28.8 mill.


§ Denmark: 5.8 mill.


§ Life expectancy:


§ Ghana: 63 years


§ Denmark: 81 years


§ GNI per capita:


§ Ghana: 1.880 USD


§ Denmark: 55.330 USD


§ CO2 emissions per capita


§ Ghana: 0,5 tons 


§ Denmark: 5,9 tons
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GHANA, DENMARK AND MANY OTHER COUNTRIES FACE  THE SAME BASIC CHALLENGES


§ Globalization 


§ Increase in economic inequality


§ Climate change


§ Unbalanced demographics


§Many old or many young citizen


§ Uneven economic development in different parts of the country


§The center – capital and major cities – has more growth 


§ …than the periphery – small cities, villages and rural areas 
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YOUNG VS. OLD PEOPLE


0
 200.000
 400.000
 600.000
 800.000
 1.000.000
 1.200.000
 1.400.000
 1.600.000


1980 1982 1984 1986 1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022 2024 2026 2028 2030 2032 2034 2036 2038 2040 2042 2044 2046 2048 2050 2052 2054 2056 2058 2060


0-5 6 år - 15 år 67+ år


300.000 more in the age of retirement since 2003!
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CONCENTRATION IN THE CENTERS OF GROWTH 


Population growth 2010-2019
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AND IT WILL CONTINUE IN THE FUTURE


Population growth 2017-2027
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THE GLOBAL BALANCE SHIFTED IN 2009
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IT SHIFTED IN DENMARK 100 YEARS AGO…


Rural areas


Cities 10.000-99.999 inhabitants
 Capital area


Cities 1.000-9.999 inhabitants
Cities above 100.000 inhabitants
Cities 500-999 inhabitants
Villages 200-499 inhabitants
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CONCLUSIONS


•Ghana and Denmark face major challenges. Climate change is not the only problem we share –


unbalanced demographics, concentration of population in the cities are also major common problems. 


To solve the problems we need strong constitutions, committed national and local politicians, and 
 active citizens


•Democracy is a process and a way of thinking every day – it is not a quick fix or a once and for all 
 given structure – not even a strong structure


•Constitutions are in their nature conservative and difficult to change – this is one of their functions, but 
 also an obstacle to reforms


•But constitutions are only words describing frames and structures – important words, necessary 
 structures, but not decisive. Political choices, cooperation and political consensus is what really matter


•Countries can not do cut-and-past from other countries. We can rarely learn from concrete solutions 
 from other countries, BUT we can learn from ways of thinking.


•I think, that what we can learn from the Danish development and way of thinking is:


• Real local democracy requires national government to think about and be committed to sharing 
 power and to respect local autonomy


• Real local democracy will only survive if local governments think about and be committed to 
 national priorities and to work for the goals of the national government – and at the same time 
 adapt to local conditions and interests


• The keywords are mutual respect, commitment and cooperation


• Informal institutions are just as important as formal institutions
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION


Questions and comments are very welcome


I wish you all the best in working with your constitution,   
but the real work only starts after changing the constitution!
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