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Local Autonomy Index 2.0 (2015-2020): Denmark (DNK)

Introduction
By Kurt Houlberg, professor at VIVE, The Danish Center for Social Science Research

The text below records and justifies the scoring of Danish municipalities on the Local Autonomy Index 2.0. Denmark is a unitary country, i.e. there is no asymmetry at the subnational level. The scores presented are those for the year 2020. Developments between 2015 and 2020 are noted in the text and recorded in the accompanying scoring tables.
Self-rule
1. Institutional depth
CODING: 3

According to the Danish Constitution the right of municipalities to manage their own affairs independently, under State supervision, shall be laid down by statute. The Constitution also prescribes that some of the public tasks should be allocated to the local governments and that the Danish Parliament decides how much should be allocated.

Denmark has no single local government act defining the tasks of the municipalities. In general obligations of municipalities are laid down by law in various acts and legal statutes. In addition, municipalities have the ability to perform certain tasks based on the so-called municipal authority rules (“Kommunalfuldmagtsreglerne”), which is a general term for the unwritten rules (principles) of the local non-statutory duties. The precise definition, whether a municipality within the framework of the municipal authority rules have autonomy to perform a specific task, is often complex since the municipal authority rules composes a series of inaccurate and often overlapping unwritten rules. In practice the municipal authority rules imply that tasks the municipality wants to perform must be of some benefit to the community, must not be tasks delegated to other levels of government, and must not be providing support for individuals or individual companies without specific legal cover. Basically, municipalities are not allowed to engage in trade or industry. A classic example of tasks that municipalities may carry out according to the municipal authority rules is public transport and initiatives in leisure, culture and sport.

The Danish municipalities are granted a wide scope of predefined tasks and within the framework of the municipal authority rules the municipalities are essentially free to take on other (public good) tasks not assigned to other levels of government.
2. Policy scope
The Danish municipalities are multi-purpose jurisdictions, which since the 1970’ies have been responsible for a wide range of welfare services such as the public schools, childcare, and elderly care. As part of the Local Government Reform implemented January 1st 2007, the municipalities lost the task of income tax assessment, which was transferred to the central government. At the same time, a number of responsibilities—services for the physically and mentally handicapped, children with social and behavioral problems, rehabilitation of hospital patients, health promotion policies, specialized primary education for children with special needs, environmental protection, and regional roads—were devolved from the regional level to the municipalities.
CODING:
Education (0-3): 2

Pre-school: 1

Primary school: 1

Upper secondary school: 0

The municipalities have responsibility for availability of day care services to preschool children, cf. the Daycare act (‘Dagtilbudsloven’). Though a minor part of the services is delivered by private day care institutions or by state-regulated grants to parents for ‘home-care’, the vast majority of the services are provided by the municipalities and the municipalities have the overall responsibility for ensuring the statutory childcare guarantee.

The municipalities have extensive responsibility for primary and lower secondary education stipulated by the primary education act (‘Folkeskoleloven’), including responsibility for construction/maintenance of school buildings and hiring and paying of teachers. 
The responsibility of upper secondary education (‘Gymnasium’) lies with the central government. The responsibility of special needs education was transferred to the municipalities as part of the 2007-reform. 

Social assistance (0-3): 3

Economic Assistance: 1

Work training/rehabilitation: 1

Integration of refugees: 1

The municipalities are responsible for a wide range of services providing poverty relief as well as other social security/protection services, cf. the acts on Social Pension (‘Lov om social pension’), Active Employment Policy (‘Lov om aktiv beskæftigelsesindsats’) and Sickness Benefits (‘Sygedagpengeloven’). Including early retirement benefits, cash benefits and sickness benefits.  
Responsibility for active employment efforts/work training for insured unemployed people was transferred from state level to municipal level in 2009. Responsibility for work training/rehabilitation of non-insured unemployed has been at municipal level for decades, e.g. recipients of cash benefits and sickness benefits.

The central government is responsible for reception of refugees. However, when refugees achieve the status of refugees, they are distributed to the individual municipalities by the central government and the municipalities are responsible for the integration of refugees (‘Integrationsloven’), including a three-year integration program.

Health (0-3): 1.5
Primary health: 0.5

Hospitals: 0

Dental services: 1
The municipalities are partly responsible for primary health, including responsibility for health care for small children and prevention of diseases, whereas the regions are responsible for general practitioners and hospitals. The responsibility for rehabilitation of citizens and for health promotion policies was transferred from regional to municipal level as part of the 2007-reform along with municipal co-financing of regional health costs (hospitals and general practitioners). 
The responsibility for hospitals and national health insurance service lies with the regions, including the responsibility for emergency services and maternity wards. 
The municipalities are fully responsible for dental care for preschool, schoolchildren and elderly.

Land use (0-2): 2
Building permits: 1

Zoning: 1

The municipalities are fully responsible, cf. land use planning act. The municipalities are fully responsible both for administering building permits and administering zoning.

Public transport (0-1): 0.5
Bus transport services: 0.5

Railway transport services: 0
Bus transport services are not mandatory, but some municipalities take on extensive functions. After the 2007-reform, regions only play a very limited role.

Railway transport services are a central government responsibility.
Housing (0-1): 1
Municipalities are fully responsible for housing and town development 

Police (0-1): 0

Not a municipal function, but a central government function 
Caring functions (0-3): 3
General caring services: 1
Services for special groups: 1
Prevention of child abuse: 1

The municipalities are fully responsible for all caring functions according to the service act. Including responsibilities for elderly care, home assistance, care for handicapped, children with social and behavioral problems, homeless, drug abusers etc. Cf. the act on Social Service (‘Serviceloven’). The responsibility for care for special groups (handicapped, children with social and behavioral problems, homeless etc.) was transferred from regional to municipal level as part of the 2007-structural reform, including responsibilities for prevention of child abuse.
3. Effective political discretion

CODING: 3
All municipal functions, apart from land use, are carried out without any requirements by law to consult or seek permissions from higher levels of government prior to the municipal decisions. Hence, the score is 1 for all functions where municipalities are responsible for the task (apart from land use)

Below the reason for not coding land use 1 is given and for the rest of the functions qualitative comments are given with regard to regulations that may reduce effective political discretion but where there is not requirement by law to consult with or seek permission from national agencies prior to the municipal decisions.

Education (2): Within the legal framework of the education act, the municipalities have a large degree of fiscal autonomy to decide the level and distribution of resources for primary school as well as they are granted large autonomy to organize the school structure, number and size of classes etc. Basically, this implies a score of 1 for primary school and lower secondary school. However, extensive in-depth supervision of state agencies limits effective discretion. This for instance includes national standards for the number of lessons at each form level, ‘common objectives’/curriculum for each form and specification of the forms and subjects for national tests. In addition, a major school reform in 2014 in addition to setting up three main overall goals for the Danish ‘Folkeskole’, also set up four specific performance indicators for all municipalities to measure. The nationally defined performance indicators thus reduces local political discretion for prioritizing school efforts and measuring the attainment of students. Local governments have full hire-and-fire discretion over teacher’s employment, but due to national agreements with trade unions limited discretion on teachers’ payment. 
The legal framework for pre-schools in the day care act are less comprehensive and leaves more political discretion to local governments. Though the day care act sets up some standards for documentation and assessment of the children environment, the local political discretion is limited to a much lower degree than in the education act.
The responsibility of upper secondary education lies with the central government.
Social assistance (3): Economic assistance and Work Training is subject to extensive, in-depth supervision of state agencies, which limits effective discretion both regarding whether an individual receives financial relief or not and the level of work training a person receives. Activities for activating insured unemployed were transferred from state level to local governments in 2009 but this is not reflected in the coding as unemployment benefits in general are excluded.  Integration of refugees is also quite detailed regulated with regard to the content of the ‘Integration program’, including which programs in Danish language refugees with which background are obliged to be offered and participate in.

Health (2):  The regions are responsible for general practitioners and hospitals. 
Local governments can decide on construction/maintenance of some of the health centers, namely the centers relating to health care for small children and dental care for preschool and schoolchildren. Though the municipalities’ responsibility for rehabilitation of citizens leaving hospitals is guided by the hospitals, the municipalities’ overall responsibility for rehabilitation of citizens and for health promotion policies is entitled with a relatively high level of local political discretion. Regarding co-financing of regional health costs the municipalities have no discretion as this is essentially a bill based on the number of citizen admissions to hospitals and general practitioners (of which the municipality has no authority). Local governments cannot decide on the organization and functioning of specialized health centres and emergency services, which are the responsibilities of the regions.

Land use (1):  A total of 1 is coded for the two services as an extensive system of state interventions effectively limits local discretion in this field; a number of state agencies are empowered to protest against local land use plans, both regarding building permits and zoning.

Public transport (0.5): Municipalities are free to organise public bus transport services if they wish, but only larger cities do so.

Railway transport services are a central government responsibility.

Housing (1): Local government can fully decide on housing and town development

Police (0): Not a local government function

Caring (3): Within the legal framework of the service act the municipalities have a large degree of political discretion to decide the level and distribution of resources within care for elderly and home assistance as well as they are granted large autonomy to organize the structure and number of elder care institutions, the interface between elder care homes and home help etc. Though some supervision from national agencies is present, this is limited and the effective political discretion is relatively high for both elderly care and home assistance. Regarding services for special groups (eg. handicapped), the responsibility for this task was transferred from counties to municipalities as part of the 2007-reform. However, a national agency for supervision (called VISO) was established at the same time and in 2014 was supplemented by five regional state agencies (called ‘Sociale Tilsyn’) responsible for supervising and monitoring the municipalities with regard to specialized social services, including services for handicapped, homeless and drug abusers - and prevention of child abuse.

4. Fiscal autonomy

CODING: 3
Local taxes altogether finance 60 per cent of total municipal capital and current expenditures. The by far most important source of revenue is the personal income tax, the rate of which the individual municipality according to legal statutes can decide autonomously. Within certain limits, the municipality can also set tax rates for a local tax on private property and a local tax on business/commercial property. However, the total level of taxes levied by all municipalities will have to stay below the limits set in the annual economic agreements between the national government and Local Government Denmark (LGDK). These limits on taxes (and expenditures) are not binding for the individual municipality, but as the municipalities collectively have been running at the agreed level for the entire period, the autonomy of the individual municipality is restricted by the decisions by other municipalities. From 2001, the national government has implemented a tax stop policy, which for practical reasons means that one municipality is only able to raise the tax rate if other municipalities lower their taxes correspondingly. Though in a few cases municipalities with particularly challenging fiscal environments have been allowed – by state approbation – to raise their tax rates, since 2001 only a few changes in actual tax rates have been witnessed. From 2011, the national government has enforced the annual economic agreements with LGDK by a sanctions regime implying that the general grants for the municipalities will by statute be reduced by up to 3 billion DKK if taxes and final expenditures of the municipalities collectively exceed the level agreed in the economic agreements. With the so-called Budget Law this sanction regime was made permanent in 2012, including binding annual expenditure ceilings for central government, municipalities and regions, respectively.  Significant variation in tax rates still exists across municipalities, but since the national tax stop in 2001 the tax levels to a large degree seem to be ‘frozen’ at historic levels and few changes are witnessed. As said, since 2011 the sanction regime has enforced the overall tax-stop of the municipalities and one municipality is only able to raise the tax rate if other municipalities lower tax rates correspondingly. The existence of the national sanction regime and overall tax-stop implies that the most precise score for fiscal autonomy would be 2.5. However, since fiscal autonomy cannot be coded with decimal points, the most correct score is 3.The Budget Law also implemented a balanced budget rule. Since 2014, the national Parliament has implemented a number of ‘earmarked grants’ for municipalities, that only can be used for specific purposes and only by application to the national government and/or by documenting that the money is spent for the designated purpose. In 2014 and 2015 these earmarked grants were labeled as a so-called ‘billon for elderly’ and in 2016 to 2019 as a ‘billon for dignity’. Though this in 2019 only amount to 1.6 percent of the 62 billion of general grants from the national government to municipalities (and is thus not reflected in the coding), this development induces a limitation of effective local political discretion compared to earlier years. 

5. Financial transfer system
CODING: 2
General grants amount to 20 per cent of total municipal revenues. When including income transfers to individuals, conditional grants (excluding old age pensions which are fully reimbursed by the state) finance approximately 10 per cent of total expenditures. Accordingly conditional grants from other levels of government amount to approximately one third of total grants. Prior to the 2007-reform part of the conditional grants was transferred to municipalities from the regional level. After the 2007-reform conditional grants are only received from the state. 
Over the last four decades conditional grants (reimbursements) have gradually been reduced and converted to general grants, leaving more room for local discretion, prioritizing and fiscal management. Prior to 1990 conditional grants covered a larger share of the revenues as also expenditures for day care and care for the elderly were partly reimbursed (abolished 1987) and earlier also expenditures for roads and teacher salaries (abolished in the 70’ties). Since 1990 conditional grants are basically restricted to expenditures for social assistance and labour market activities. These conditional grants have gradually been reduced since 1990 and converted to general grants; reducing the share of conditional grants from around 40 per cent of total grants to 27-28 per cent in 2013-2014. The latest major finance reforms of this kind was implemented in 2011 and 2016. In 2020 conditional grants amount to 23.2 per cent of total grants.
6. Financial self-reliance

CODING: 3
Own/local sources include personal income tax levied on local inhabitants, this is by far the most important local source of revenue; other sources include land property tax and fees and charges for specific services. In 2020, own sources yielded close to 78 per cent of total revenues. There is wide variety among municipalities as to how much they are financed through local sources, ranging from 54 per cent to 132 per cent (percentages above 100 apply for municipalities paying net to the equalization scheme, i.e. municipalities receiving negative general grants). 

7. Borrowing autonomy

CODING: 1
Borrowing requires approbation by the state, and requirements a and d apply. Borrowing is limited to capital expenditures and only after appropriation by the state, cf. the municipal borrowing act (”kommunal lånebekendtgørelse”). The only exception is the utility area (refuse disposal, sewers and supply of water, heating and electricity) – where expenditures are not allowed to be financed by taxes but must be financed solely by user fees– in which municipalities and municipal companies within certain limits are granted borrowing autonomy. 

8. Organisational autonomy

CODING: 4
Local executives and election system: 2

Staff and local structures: 2

According to the local government act (“Kommunestyrelsesloven”) political authority in the municipalities lies with the municipal board, consisting of 9 to 31 councillors. The councillors are elected for a fixed four-year term on the basis of a proportional voting system. The head of the council is the mayor, who is elected by and among the local councillors. Executives are elected by the municipal council and apart from a mandatory finance committee the municipalities are granted large autonomy regarding both political and administrative organisation. Within certain limits the municipal council can decide on the number of council seats.
Municipalities hire own staff, decide organisational structure, fix salaries and may establish legal entities/enterprises (within certain limits).
Interactive-rule
9. Legal protection

CODING: 1
It is a constitutional right of municipalities to manage their own affairs independently; under State supervision. The Constitution also prescribes that some of the public tasks should be allocated to the local governments and that the Danish Parliament decides how much should be allocated. 

Local governments have no recourse to the judicial system to settle disputes with  higher authorities, neither through constitutional, administrative nor ordinary courts. 

10. Administrative supervision

CODING: 2
Formally, supervision aims at controlling only legality of municipal decisions and service provision, but in practice supervision has become more detailed and extensive over the last decade; the concept of legality has been stretched 

11. Central or regional access

CODING: 1.5
There are no formal mechanisms of municipal representation at the central level, but an institutionalized system of continuous consultations between the national government and Local Government Denmark (LGDK) has been in operation since 1979. The system allows for negotiations between local and central government and serves as the basis for calculating and negotiating economic compensations to municipalities for changes in tasks as well as the basis for the yearly economic agreements between LGDK and the central government. The system is based on multiple low and high-level meetings between LGDK and the respective ministries; sometimes involving ministers with the relevant portfolios and – in particular regarding the economic agreements – the minister of finance. This system is an important channel of influence for local government. 
The municipalities have no formal representation at regional level, but hold seats in a number of coordinative bodies responsible for coordinating regional and local activities within health care, specialised social tasks and special needs education.
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Additional questions (2020 only)
With these additional questions on the potential causal mechanisms and effects of local autonomy, we want to collect a current perception. More concretely, it means that it would be great if you could give us your answers to these questions directly here (i.e. no coding sheet), without considering any possible asymmetries in your country (i.e. national level only) or any changes over time (i.e. 2020 only). Any interesting (legal) indication may be also mentioned/added.
To better understand how an external shock may cause a change in local autonomy in a given country, a question is asked about the implication of Covid-19 pandemic.
The effects of local autonomy concern the satisfaction with local government service delivery, the importance of local government for citizens, the satisfaction with local democracy, the turnout at local elections and the trustworthiness of local politicians.
Implication of Covid-19 Pandemic

	Implication of Covid-19 pandemic
	The extent to which the autonomy of local government has been impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic
	0-3
	0 local government autonomy has generally decreased with the Covid-19 pandemic

1 local government autonomy has not been impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic

2 local government autonomy in health has increased with the Covid-19 pandemic

3 local government autonomy in health and in other fields related to the Covid-19 pandemic has increased


CODING: 0
Satisfaction with local government service delivery

	Satisfaction with local government service delivery
	The extent to which the citizens are satisfied with local government service delivery
	0-3
	0 citizens are generally not satisfied at all with local government service delivery

1 citizens are generally moderately satisfied with local government service delivery

2 citizens are generally mostly satisfied with local government service delivery
3 citizens are generally entirely satisfied with local government service delivery


CODING: 2
Importance of local government for citizens

	Importance of local government
	The extent to which local government has an important role in the daily life of citizens
	0-3
	0 local government is not important at all in the daily life of citizens

1 local government is somewhat important in the daily life of citizens

2 local government is important in the daily life of citizens

3 local government is very important in the daily life of citizens


CODING: 2
Satisfaction with local democracy

	Satisfaction with local democracy
	The extent to which the citizens are satisfied with local democracy
	0-4
	0 citizens are not at all satisfied with local democracy

1 citizens are rather not satisfied with local democracy

2 citizens are neither dissatisfied nor satisfied with local democracy

3 citizens are rather satisfied with local democracy

4 citizens are entirely satisfied with local democracy


CODING: 3
Turnout at local elections

	Turnout at local elections
	Electoral turnout at local elections (approximately, last general elections)
	0-4
	0 no elections

1 between 1 and 25 %

2 between 26 and 50 %

3 between 51 and 75 %

4 between 76 and 100 %
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	Electoral participation on local level compared to electoral participation on national level
	The extent to which electoral participation on local level is higher than on national level 
	0-2
	0 electoral participation on local level is generally lower than electoral participation on national level

1 electoral participation on local and on national level are very much the same

2 electoral participation on local level is generally higher than electoral participation on national level


CODING: 0
Trustworthiness of local politicians

	Perception of trustworthiness of local politicians
	The extent to which local politicians are trustworthy
	0-4
	0 local politicians are not at all trustworthy

1 local politicians are rather not trustworthy

2 local politicians moderately trustworthy

3 local politicians are rather trustworthy

4 local politicians are very much trustworthy


CODING: 3
	Perception of trustworthiness of local politicians compared to national politicians
	Whether local politicians are more trustworthy than national politicians
	0-2
	0 local level politicians are generally less trustworthy than national politicians

1 local and national politicians are similar in terms of trustworthiness

2 local level politicians are generally more trustworthy than national politicians
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