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SUMMARY

Danish Municipalities 1838-2012 
An Historico-Geographic Analysis of the 

Danish Municipal Structure from its Establishment until Today 

The division of Denmark into municipalities took place in the first half of the 
nineteenth century. For the Kingdom proper, the procedure was finalized in 
1842, while in the duchies – present-day South Jutland and Schleswig-Holstein 
– things remained unsettled until 1867, i.e. after the establishment of Prussian 
rule following the Second Schleswig War 1864. Since then, municipalities have 
undergone several fundamental changes in terms of statutes, assignments, and 
sizes and boundaries. The present article focuses on the latter aspect, mapping 
out the spatial variations induced by successive administrative reforms. 

The most significant shift occurred in the nineteen sixties. Before 1960, 
size and demarcations were, by and large, determined by history – municipal 
boundaries and the limits between town and country built on far older struc-
tures. Even gradual modifications were few and insignificant over the period 
1842-1960. Some new municipalities were indeed formed and some older ones 
split in two, primarily in moorland tracts now being subject to intensified cul-
tivation and demographic expansion. Likewise, the area of many towns and 
boroughs was enlarged around the turn of the century and later. Nevertheless, 
fundamental change was confined to Northern Schleswig, reunited with Den-
mark in 1920. 

In the nineteen sixties, politicians considered the smallness of municipal 
units an obstacle to the improvement of local public service, and there was a 
desire to have the distinction between rural and urban units removed. From 
then on until today, standardization, concentration of authority in larger units, 
increased parliamentary intervention and state regulation of municipal affairs 
have been main tendencies, institutionalized through major administrative re-
forms in 1970 and 2007.    

The development in municipal geography, then, was far from smooth or 
linear, measured along the axis of time, and change was not evenly distributed 
across the country. Societal dynamics on several levels must be taken into con-
sideration in order to understand what happened and why. 
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First, a series of overriding trends in demography, national economy and 
welfare provision made its influence felt. Regional differences within the older 
municipal structure are roughly explained by major demographic differences, 
with sparsely populated moorland tracts in Jutland, more densely populated 
agrarian districts across the country, and the ever-larger concentrations of peo-
ple in towns and cities as the three ideal types. 

Population growth, particularly in low-density areas, also explains most cases 
of altogether new municipalities until the middle of the twentieth century. The 
enlargement of provincial boroughs from the end of the eighteen nineties was 
a product of continued industrialization, beginning in the eighteen seventies, 
and of general urban growth. 

The merger of municipal units over recent decades are explained by a politi-
cally motivated desire on the one hand to erect a bigger, more encompassing 
welfare sector manned by professionals, and on the other hand to run it more 
efficiently, benefiting from economies of scale. 

Displacement of the economic weight of different regions within the nation-
al framework was in more than one period an important factor; for instance, 
the fast-track growth in the former moorlands and the more recent divide be-
tween growth centres and peripheral areas have both played a major role in 
determining the size of municipalities.         

Secondly, local peculiarities and vested interests must be taken into account. 
When focusing on any individual unit, general tendencies explain a lot, but 
surprisingly often one or more deviations from the mainstream development 
occur. Unique economic, cultural and political factors can all exercise consid-
erable influence and contribute to the overall outcome in a way that counter-
balances uniformity. 

A third important level of explanation is the central state apparatus and its 
resolve and opportunity to carry out its plans and programmes. The clearest 
illustration of this nexus is perhaps the significant differences in municipal 
structure between South Jutland, formerly part of the duchies, and the remain-
der of Denmark, i.e. the pre-1920 Kingdom. The overall structural reforms of 
1970 and 2007 are other good examples of the importance of the influence 
of the state on municipal structure. Even though the municipalities that were 
involved drew up the new local boundaries, the results must comply with guide-
lines issued by the Danish Parliament. Reforms were designed on the upper 
level, but carried out in practice at the bottom of the administrative hierar-
chy, by municipality officials. Having said this, it is worthy of note that mergers 
would have taken place regardless of state initiative. The intervention from 
the top was very direct, but the role of the state was rather to channel and en-
hance a wave that had already been set in motion than to initiate the process 
from scratch. Mergers were a topic of discussion from early on and a few were 
already carried out before the reforms of 1970 and 2007. On the other hand, 
the presence of centrally decreed targets and procedures meant that mergers 
happened in most places, spread all over the country and according to com-
mon guidelines. Local requests were taken under consideration, but might be 
ignored if they differed from the targets stipulated by the central authorities.  


