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From regional planning to municipal planning 


Helle Witt, Ministry of the Environment, Danish Forest and Nature Agency, Spatial Planning Division

Denmark’s reform of local government structure is transferring several new tasks from the counties to the new municipalities, and the municipal plan will be the main plan determining spatial development and land use in each municipality. The municipal plans will be developed to contain objectives and guidelines for urban and rural development. The content of the present regional plans will be incorporated in the future municipal plans while maintaining high quality. The many tasks carried out by regional planning will be implemented in the future by strengthening national and municipal planning. The reform of spatial planning requires developing new forms of cooperation between the state and the municipalities and among the municipalities on both strategic spatial planning and planning for land use. This article focuses especially on the municipal planning regulating land use.

Strengthening municipal planning

Denmark’s reform of local government is abolishing the counties, and the comprehensive regional planning is being replaced by strengthened national planning with new tools and stronger municipal planning. The content of the 12 existing regional plans will be incorporated into the 98 new municipal plans by 2009.

This is a huge challenge for the new municipalities: implementing the spatial planning for the new municipality and for the new topics included in municipal planning in record time while building up a new administration and developing and testing new forms of cooperation. This is also an enormous challenge for the Ministry of the Environment, which will be responsible for ensuring strengthened national planning in cooperation with the other ministries, for building a decentralized structure and for ensuring that the municipalities’ new planning is in accordance with overall national planning interests.

New content of the municipal plans

The amended Planning Act states the required content of the municipal plans. The obligatory themes are stated in a municipal planning catalogue, which integrates the obligatory topics for the current regional and municipal planning. There are several traditional municipal planning topics, such as designating areas for urban zones and summer cottage areas, transport services, service supply, the location of areas for such purposes as housing, business, public use, retail trade, leisure facilities etc., the location of urban regeneration areas and the reservation of land for transport facilities and technical installations.

Municipal planning has acquired several new topics from the old regional planning. Examples include administering agricultural interests, including designating and protecting especially valuable agricultural areas; locating afforestation areas; guidelines for low-lying areas; guidelines for the use of watercourses, lakes and coastal waters; administering interests in nature protection; securing the cultural and historical assets worthy of conservation; securing the landscape assets worthy of conservation; and securing the geological assets worthy of conservation.

The topics the municipalities may take up voluntarily have not been changed.

The municipal plan must still contain a general structure with the overall objectives for development and land use in the municipality – but now with more topics – and a framework for the content of local plans. A new requirement is guidelines for the many changes in land use in the countryside that are not followed up by local plans. Examples include administering agricultural interests, securing the landscape assets worthy of conservation and regulating the use of watercourses, lakes and coastal waters.

Some of the guidelines for the obligatory topics can be incorporated in the municipal plan’s general structure and in the framework for local planning. Others can be compiled in a separate part of the municipal plan. The autonomy in selecting methods for designing the municipal plan has been maintained.


The amendment of the Planning Act is introducing several new tools to ensure that the new municipal plans incorporate national, regional and intermunicipal considerations and that the quality will be maintained.

Special rules for Greater Copenhagen
The Planning Act contains new rules for municipal planning in Greater Copenhagen to ensure the coherence between transport infrastructure and urban development, to strengthen public transport and to protect the green wedges between the urban areas.
A new national planning directive will divide Greater Copenhagen into:

1)
the core urban region;

2)
the peripheral urban region (the finger city);

3)
the green wedges; and

4)
the rest of Greater Copenhagen.

The municipal planning in the various parts of Greater Copenhagen will sustain the principles that have been the basis for planning in Greater Copenhagen since the finger plan was adopted in 1947 (with the five fingers being urban corridors extending radially from central Copenhagen along railway lines).

The provisions of the Planning Act for Greater Copenhagen will be concretized in a national planning directive to be prepared in 2006 in dialogue with the municipal councils, the regional councils and the relevant national authorities and with public participation.

Planning strategies – a tool for achieving common objectives and dialogue

The rules stipulating that the municipal council must prepare a planning strategy within the first half of the regional and municipal election period and the rules providing flexible options for revising municipal plans have been retained. These rules have contributed to revitalizing municipal planning. The planning strategies have placed the major planning issues on the agenda, and this has contributed to motivating the municipal councillors and giving them ownership in the municipal planning.

However, the thinking expressed in the first generation of municipal planning strategies has seldom been intermunicipal or regional in scope. The municipalities have had difficulty in locating their own regional basis and therefore also the desired development and role in a broader spatial context. This clearly needs to be worked on, developed and improved in the cooperation related to the next generation of municipal planning strategies.

The future municipal planning strategies will be used to improve the coordination with national planning, the regional spatial development plans and the planning in neighbouring municipalities. The municipal planning strategy is an obvious place to describe the municipality’s own vision and activity in relation to the regional and national spatial development strategies. The municipalities can make proposals for the intermunicipal planning, regional spatial development planning and national planning in their municipal planning strategies.

The municipal planning strategies can be developed into an important tool for cooperation and dialogue with citizens, neighbouring municipalities, the regional council and the state about the development of the municipality.

Good experience is abundant. Several municipalities have experience from preparing a joint spatial planning strategy, such as eight municipalities in the Triangle Region in eastern Jylland and seven municipalities near Sønderborg. In the Triangle Region, the municipalities have adopted a joint general structure that also comprises the general structure of the individual municipalities. Nordjylland County examined the different roles and development potential of the towns in connection with the 2005 regional plan. In northwestern Sjælland, 13 municipalities have adopted a preliminary joint vision and strategy for the coming 6–8 years.

The local government reform is delegating major responsibility for regional coordination to the municipalities. The municipalities must therefore continue to experiment with different types of intermunicipal cooperation to integrate the regional considerations in their planning and thus exploit their joint potential. This applies to both the new topics related to rural areas and the previous municipal planning topics.

The flexible options for revising the municipal plan have been maintained. The municipalities can still either revise the municipal plan as a whole or revise the municipal plan’s guidelines for specific topics or areas of the municipality and readopt other parts of the municipal plan for a new 4-year period. However, readopting the municipal plan as a whole is prohibited.

New requirements for the municipal planning report

The report on the premises of the municipal plan is an important feature in relation to the political understanding and dialogue and the participation of citizens, nongovernmental organizations and other stakeholders in the planning. This is where all stakeholders can read about the background for, the effects of and the implementation of the municipal plan.

The minimum requirements for the municipal planning report have been increased. Municipalities must also report on the coherence with other decisions and other spatial planning. The objective is that the municipal plan will be the document people consult when they want to get an overview of the municipality’s own decisions and the restrictions resulting from regional or national decisions.


The municipal plan will be developed into the document people consult when they want to get an overview of the municipality’s own decisions and the restrictions resulting from regional or national decisions. The minimum requirements for the municipal planning report have therefore been increased.

Dialogue rather than veto

The municipalities will have the option of objecting to the planning of an adjacent municipality – and in Greater Copenhagen the municipalities also have the option of objecting to the planning of any other municipality in Greater Copenhagen. These rights to object are new. They are inspired by the present rule that gives county planning authorities the option of objecting to another county’s guidelines for retail trade.

If the municipalities cannot agree, the regional council will decide the case. If the disputing municipalities are located in different administrative regions, the Minister for the Environment will decide the case.

The option to object solely includes planning proposals that are of considerable importance to the development of the objecting municipality: for example, planning proposals that obstruct appropriate planning in the objecting municipality.

The option to object aims to encourage proactive cooperation in finding joint solutions so that objecting to the planning of neighbouring municipalities planning will only be used as an emergency brake.

A transitional arrangement to ensure quality
The local government reform is delegating numerous tasks related to nature protection, environmental protection and roads from the county councils to the municipalities. The current regional plans have legal status in much sectoral legislation and are further included in the planning basis for the municipalities’ decisions in accordance with sectoral legislation, including the rules of the Planning Act governing rural zones. The municipal plan will be developed to take over this function.

During the transitional period, until the municipal councils adopt the guidelines in their municipal plans, the rules in the 2005 regional plans are the basis for administering the sectoral legislation. In connection with the elaboration of the new municipal plans, the municipal council may choose to use the new planning competence to change the delimitation of the various land areas designated, to designate new land or to change the relevant guidelines.

However, the municipal council may not adopt the new municipal plan in final form until the Minister for the Environment has abolished or changed the transitional regional planning rules for the municipality concerned. In connection with this, the Minister for the Environment must ensure – also on behalf of the other ministries – that the municipal plan respects the overall national interests. This is an imposing challenge for the new cooperation between the Ministry of the Environment and the municipalities.

Strengthened national planning

The amended Planning Act will lead to the state playing a more active role in the cooperation to ensure overall national planning considerations. The right of the Minister for the Environment to veto regional plan proposals has been changed into an obligation for the Minister to veto municipal plan proposals that are not in accordance with overall national interests. The national planning report will describe the overall national interests and will also target the municipalities’ planning. More specifically, the Minister for the Environment will prepare overviews of the national interests in municipal planning. The national overview will be published at least every 4 years, just after the regional and municipal election. In this way, the municipalities can incorporate national interests in the municipalities’ planning into the municipal planning strategies, which must be elaborated and adopted in the first half of the municipal election period.

The Danish Forest and Nature Agency has just started to prepare the first overview of the national interests in municipal planning so that it can be the basis for the municipal planning strategies that must be adopted in 2007. The overview is expected to be published in the first half of 2006.

Coherence with the regional spatial development plan

The regional spatial development plan is new and will be completely different from the regional plan. Peder Baltzer Nielsen explains more about this in an article in this volume of Byplan [also available in English].

The regional spatial development plan will be developed in dialogue with the municipalities in the administrative region and will be part of the basis for municipal planning. According to the Planning Act, the municipal plan must not contradict the desired future development described in the regional spatial development plan.

The regional council may make proposals for municipal and local planning with the aim of realizing the regional spatial development plan, but the municipal council is not required to implement any proposal.

The regional council has the option of vetoing municipal plan proposals if they contradict the regional spatial development plan. The regional council’s veto must be supported by comprehensive considerations closely linked to the overall spatial development of the administrative region. This option is expected to be used very seldom because of the proactive dialogue with the municipalities. In the future the Minister for the Environment will primarily ensure the overall national interests in land use on behalf of the state, and the municipalities will have to ensure their own, intermunicipal and regional land-use interests.

It is important that the municipalities contribute positively to developing the new regional spatial development plans and thus to realistic regional spatial development strategies that can lay the basis for the municipalities’ planning and development.

Cooperation on renewal

Two very different cultures will meet when the regional planners and the municipal planners are brought together in the new municipalities and jointly develop the new municipal plans. Some observers fear that the usual division of labour will continue, so that the regional planners will focus on the countryside and the municipal planners will focus on the urban areas and that this will undermine the synergy effect of comprehensive planning for the towns and the countryside.

Other observers believe – or hope – that the diversity will be used to accelerate the renewal and development of municipal planning, of the spatial planning culture in the municipalities and of the cooperation with the regional and national authorities. I am this type of observer and would like to contribute to this trend.

Most of the new municipalities will need to completely revise the municipal plan. A new general structure will definitely be needed as the geography changes. The framework for local planning must be revised to follow up the new objectives, and the framework rules must be harmonized. Finally, guidelines must be adopted for the many new topics that were previously included in the regional plan.

Getting through this process painlessly and successfully will be a huge challenge for the state and the new municipalities.
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The local government reform is delegating numerous tasks and competencies, especially those related to rural areas, from the counties to the municipalities. The municipal plan will be developed to become the planning basis for matters pursuant to the Planning Act and sector acts, such as those related to nature protection, environmental protection and roads. During the transition period, until the municipal councils have adopted guidelines in the municipal plans, the guidelines in the 2005 regional plans will comprise the basis for administering sectoral legislation.

Municipal planning has new obligatory topics.


New legal provisions govern spatial planning in Greater Copenhagen and require a national planning directive that implements these stipulations.


Municipal planning strategies must be developed, and the option of readopting the old municipal plan has been abolished.


A report will be required on other spatial planning, including the municipal planning in the neighbouring municipalities.


The municipalities may object to municipal plan proposals of neighbouring municipalities – further, the municipalities in Greater Copenhagen may object to the municipal plan proposals of any other municipality in Greater Copenhagen.


A transitional arrangement will be implemented for the first new municipal plans.


The national planning report will also focus on municipal planning.


The Minister for the Environment must prepare overviews of the national interests in municipal planning.


The Minister for the Environment must prepare rules governing large retail shops and retail trade areas outside town and city centres.


The Minister for the Environment must make information about spatial development in Greater Copenhagen available for the municipalities’ planning.


The Minister for the Environment will be obligated to veto plan proposals that are not in accordance with overall national interests.


Specific provisions governing planning in the coastal zone and planning for retail trade have been retained.


The state and the municipalities will enter into dialogue with the administrative regions on preparing a regional spatial development plan.





The municipal plan must describe:





the anticipated chronological order for implementing the plan;


the relationships to the regional spatial development plan;


areas protected, including the building and protection lines stipulated by the Protection of Nature Act;


land reserved pursuant to sectoral legislation or construction acts, including reservations for national roads;


provisions about land use in the water resources plan and the Natura 2000 plan, and the municipal plan’s coherence with the municipal action plans for implementation of the water resources plan and the Natura 2000 plan;


the coherence with the regional raw materials plan;


the future development of the coastal zone;


the municipal plan’s coherence with municipal planning in neighbouring municipalities;


the coherence with transport plans;


specific provisions for retail trade; and


specific provisions for projects covered by the rules governing environmental impact assessment.








Municipal planning strategy





Strategy for development


Information on planning


Decision on revision








Planning basis for existing and new tasks and competencies, such as:





land use in urban areas;


parcelling out and construction;


the chronological order for urban development;


rural zone administration;


environmental impact assessment rules, including animal-rearing installations;


exemptions from building and protection lines,


permits pursuant to environmental legislation, such as wastewater discharge;


permits for especially polluting enterprises;


administration of watercourses; and


administration of roads.





Municipal plan








Text + map








General structure








Guidelines








Framework for local plans











