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ARTICLE

Affordable housing production for low income groups by 
land use zoning plans in harbor areas of Copenhagen
Suheyla Turk

Department of Human Geography, Lund University, Lund, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Housing expenses have the highest share in household budgets of 
low-income groups in Copenhagen leading to affordability problems. 
To provide affordable housing (AH) for low-income groups, the muni
cipality developed a zoning plan in 2015 aimed to reserve up to 25% of 
land for new AH production. This qualitative case study compares the 
affordability of homes produced by private sector and nonprofit hous
ing associations for low-income young groups at the risk of poverty 
and families in North and South Harbor areas of Copenhagen. Also, 
this paper explores local housing partnership agreements since 2009 
and zoning plan developments in Copenhagen since 2015. Findings 
present the role of local governments in shaping socio-economic 
structure and partnership agreements that led to the development 
of AH by land use zoning in Copenhagen. In North Harbor, there were 
no AH units for families and young groups until 2020 when they were 
produced according to this zoning plan. The discussion presents the 
AH development in the higher property value harbor areas as a small 
but promising solution and a leading example for other Scandinavian 
countries.
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1 Introduction

Housing expenses are unaffordable for many people, despite welfare subsidies provided 
to lower income residents of many countries (Sonia Alves & Andersen, 2019; 
Hochstenbach & Musterd, 2018). Neoliberal housing policies in various countries in 
Europe included large scale Affordable Housing1 (AH) stock privatizations in city 
centers; abolishment of rent controls and removal of land provision for AH production 
below market level in the 1990s (Calavita & Mallach, 2010; Scanlon et al., 2015). 
Neoliberal housing policies have led to growing housing production prices observed 
with an increase in housing expenses which is particularly problematic for the budgets of 
low-income families (Hochstenbach & Musterd, 2018).

However, ‘actually existing neoliberalism’, has been observed since the 70s with 
reductions in public budgets, privatizations and deregulations in housing policies and 
supported with changes in policies aligning with local characteristics leading to declining 
number of AH production (Calavita & Mallach, 2010; Brenner & Theodore, 2017, p. 1). 
In some countries, to cope with increasing housing expenses, AH is produced with 
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coordination between local governments, private companies and housing associations by 
planning agreements and zoning plans (Calavita & Mallach, 2010; Freeman & Schuetz, 
2017; Turk & Altes, 2014). However, zoning plan requirements are criticized as a part of 
neoliberal housing policies that attempt to solve the AH problems while creating capital 
for private investors (Calavita & Mallach, 2010). Also, housing produced by zoning plans 
located in city centers is limited and still not affordable for low-income groups (Calavita 
& Mallach, 2010).

The growing housing expenses in household budgets has led to an increase in the need 
of AH, mainly for people who are at risk of poverty. Local governments have required 
a specific number of AH units from the private sector in planning agreements and using 
zoning plans since the 1970s in alignment with neo-regulations in housing policy since 
the 1970s in San Francisco and Washington D.C. in the US, and in the 1990s in the UK 
(Badcock, 2018; Calavita & Mallach, 2010; Freeman & Schuetz, 2017; Li & Guo, 2020). 
A main problem for AH development is in regards to the effects of land use zoning in 
large cities pertaining to reluctance of developers to implement projects that include AH 
units for lower income groups. In London, land use zoning plans require 15–25% of new 
housing production consisting of affordable rental housing for low–income groups (Li & 
Guo, 2020). (Freeman & Schuetz, 2017)

However, developers are not willing to implement AH or provide the obligated 
number of AH units within the same location of market rate housing developments. 
Reasons include higher income groups being unwilling to purchase homes in neighbor
hoods that accommodate AH for lower income groups, who are at the risk of poverty, 
and developers being reluctant to include AH onsite because profit margins of housing 
developers often decline (Li & Guo, 2020). Therefore, AH by land use zoning in London 
is often placed in neighborhoods that have higher poverty and unemployment rates (Li & 
Guo, 2020). In the US, in Brooklyn, New York, a housing project was planned to be 
produced with 20-35% of the floor areas consisting of 8500 units constructed as AH 
rental accommodation (Gibbs, 2020). However, the project completed in 2015 consisted 
of homes affordable for higher and middle-income groups but not for a high proportion 
of low-income groups (Gibbs, 2020).

Different from the UK and US examples, AH has been integrated in port areas where 
the property prices are very high in the large cities of Norway and Sweden. In Sweden, 
Gothenburg municipality requested housing production with reduced rent amounts 
from private developers for a temporary period, 15 years, in 2015 (Gibbs, 2020). In 
Oslo, Norway, the City Council required that 10% of the housing in the harbor areas of 
Bjørvika with the Fjort City port project would be available with affordable rental rates in 
2010 (B. Andersen & Røe, 2017). However, because of the reluctance of private devel
opers, the requirement of 10% AH for low-income groups changed to 5% student 
housing (B. Andersen & Røe, 2017).

Rent for AH in some central areas of Copenhagen in 2005 were only 2% less per square 
meter than privately rented homes of equal value to rents of homes produced in the 
private sector (Scanlon et al., 2015). Growing rent amounts is due to a change in rent 
regulation in 1991 and increasing costs of new AH production (Scanlon et al., 2015). 
Also, in the 1990s, large scale rental housing privatizations and restrictions for construc
tion of new AH emerged in Copenhagen, while the abolishment of rent controls were 
observed in Denmark (Sónia Alves & Andersen, 2015). To create AH more effectively, 
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Denmark established a national law to provide AH production by land use zoning plans, 
predominantly implemented in Copenhagen and Aarhus (Interview, 2020). Copenhagen 
Municipality developed the first land use zoning plan to reserve land for AH production 
in 2015 (Interview, 2020; LBKNo.119, 2019). Municipality aims to expand AH by zoning 
plans with a rent amount equal approximately to 3400 DKK (456 Euro, 520 USD)2 in 
central areas of Copenhagen that is lower than the market rents.

The first objective of this paper is to give historical information about local govern
mental strategies, housing policies, power relationships and conflicts since the 1970s that 
led to the development of land use zoning in Copenhagen. The starting period of 
neoliberal housing policies since 1970 was selected to explain the role of governments 
in AH production that shaped the socioeconomic structure of the city. A zoning plan in 
Copenhagen developed in 2015 to reserve land for new AH production and its imple
mentation process is evaluated in this study through 2020. Therefore, the article 
addresses the local housing agreements since 2009 and zoning plan developments in 
Copenhagen since 2015 including AH production for low-income groups and young 
people at the risk of poverty in harbor areas. Harbor areas are situated in the central city 
area that have good connection to the city center and the highest property values. 
The second objective is to analyze affordability levels of housing produced by zoning 
plans and private housing in the harbor areas of central Copenhagen was compared 
where the zoning plan was first implemented. These objectives, to assess the zoning plan 
and analyze the affordability, are linked to assist in understanding the changes in 
strategies of local governments in AH production.

The following section of this paper consists of methods, followed by the third section 
that includes a history of AH production and socio-economic details of Copenhagen. 
Findings consist of an assessment of AH production with partnerships and land use 
zoning in Copenhagen. The findings also provide comparison of affordability of private 
housing and housing produced by zoning plans in the South and North Harbors of 
Copenhagen. The paper concludes a description of the AH development by zoning plans 
in the higher property value harbor areas as a small but promising solution and a leading 
example for other Scandinavian countries.

2 Materials and methods

This qualitative case study explores the development of the 2015 zoning plan, the role of 
local government and partnership agreements established to implement the zoning rules 
and produce AH in Copenhagen to investigate and compare the affordability of produc
tion with the new zoning rules. Two main research questions are developed to gather 
information. The first is what is the role of local governments in shaping socio-economic 
structure and partnership agreements that led to the development of AH by land use 
zoning in Copenhagen? Two supplemental questions are used to generate findings for 
this first question. What is the socio-economic structure in Copenhagen leading to 
housing affordability problems? What partnership agreements were used and implemen
ted before the land use zoning rule that led to the development of zoning plans?

The second research question is what are the affordability levels of private housing and 
AH units produced after the zoning plan in the harbor areas of Copenhagen? Materials 
for this study include primary data sources such as, planning policies, legislation and 
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public announcements and information gathered from interviews with institution repre
sentatives, scholars and professionals in the fields of local planning and AH. Legislation 
and public announcements include Almene Boliger Act No. 221 (2015), Tillæg 6 (2015), 
Tillæg 44 (Tillæg 44, 2015) and Københavnskommun (2015b) that contain information 
pertaining to the implementation regulations of AH by zoning plan. Also, secondary 
sources included scientific articles and thesis materials that were reviewed to understand 
recent developments in AH production in Copenhagen.

In addition to gathering information from the policy and legislation documents, semi- 
structured interviews with actors, which were conducted between 2016 and 2020, 
one year after the AH zoning plan was established in 2015, to further understand the 
implementation, processes and effects of the city plan in Copenhagen 
(AlmeneBoligerActNo.221, 2015; Kobenhavn_Kommun, 2015). These semi-structured 
interviews were held with three officers from the Great Municipality of Copenhagen, 
including a municipal officer from Sydhavnen district and one officer from one housing 
association in Copenhagen. An interview was also conducted with one officer from Real 
Dania, a consultation firm that works in coordination with Copenhagen Municipality. 
Five scholars who have conducted and published studies on AH in Copenhagen were also 
interviewed.

Interviews included written open-ended questions. The first interview was with 
a professor from Roskilde University and Copenhagen City Council, who provided 
names for additional interviews. Using these names, a snowball approach was adopted 
to select participants who accepted requests and could be available for interviews. 
The second interview was conducted with the International Federation of Housing and 
Planning (IFHP), an NGO, member, who provides consultations for By & Havn, the 
municipal-state company.

Interviews were conducted with questions aimed to acquire information on affordable 
housing problems in Copenhagen; as well as the legal background and implementation 
process of AH production by zoning plan. Housing needs of low-income groups and 
changing socio-economic structure of Copenhagen were discussed during the interviews. 
Interviews were transcribed, and memos were written during interviews, to be coded 
according to the themes after each interview (Flick, 2013). The coding process involved 
matching responses to the themes (Flick, 2013).

2.1 Evaluation method of housing affordability

This study uses two measures of housing affordability. A first measure of housing 
affordability is the rent to household income ratio (Leishman & Rowley, 2012). 
According to Stone (2006), Leishman and Rowley (2012), and Oswald (2002), affordable 
rent is equal to or less than 30% of total income, otherwise housing becomes an 
unaffordable burden that leads to households lacking resources to afford remaining 
basic expenses. The second measure of housing affordability is associated with the 
geography of land. Affordable housing should be in a reasonable and adequate location 
for households because transportation costs to commute to work and to reach market 
spaces affect the amount spent on housing (Tighe & Mueller, 2013). Thus, ideal AH 
includes service options, job opportunities and transportation facilities located nearby 
(Yang, 2014). Also, poverty levels and welfare benefits given to low-income groups are 

236 S. TURK



considered in this study to assess and compare affordability of homes produced with 
zoning plans for low-income groups.

2.1.1 Consideration of poverty levels in Copenhagen and Denmark
One effect of high housing expenses has been the increase of poverty rates in large cities 
of many European countries (Hochstenbach & Musterd, 2018; Winke, 2020). As of 2018, 
the rate of people at risk of poverty in Europe increased from 16.2% to 30.7% after 
housing expenses are deducted from the disposable incomes (EUROSTAT, 2020). This 
demonstrates the increasing number of people who do not have enough financial 
resources to afford their basic needs such as health, education, food and transportation 
after they spend on housing (Eurostat, 2018a). Monetary poverty throughout the EU is 
measured by total income compared to basic living expenses and people who earn less 
than 60% of median equivalized income of a country are considered as being at risk of 
poverty (Eurostat, 2018a p. 35; 2018b).

In cities of Denmark, poverty rates after the deduction of housing expenses were the 
fourth highest in Europe in 2018 (EUROSTAT, 2020). Similar to other European cities, 
the rate of people at risk of poverty increased from 15.9% to 38.7% after housing expenses 
were deducted from household budgets in 2018 (EUROSTAT, 2020). The EU at risk of 
poverty threshold is used to calculate poverty level in Denmark. The at risk of poverty 
threshold is measured by equivalized household disposable income at 60% or below 
national median income in the EU, with total incomes including social transfers such as 
welfare benefits 3 (EUROSTAT, 2020).

The poverty line for people living in Copenhagen was 11,416 DKK (1,531 Euro, 1807 
USD) in 2018 and increased to 12,236 DKK (1,641 Euro, 1,871USD) in 2020, while the 
poverty line in Denmark was 11,836 DKK in 2020 (1587 Euro, 1,810 USD)– an indication 
that living expenses in Copenhagen are higher than the country average (Statbank, 
2020a). An average monthly disposable income for people working and living in 
Copenhagen, according to Danish Statistical Institute was 19,028 DKK (2,473 Euro, 
2,918 USD) in 2018.

The average monthly disposable income amount for 2020 was calculated with added 
annual income increase, amounts to 20,427 DKK (2,740 Euro, 3,123 USD), as shown in 
Table 1 (Statbank, 2020a). This household income amount was used to define the low- 
income salary of an employed person for this study because there is no established low- 
income amount in Denmark. Employees earning a monthly middle-income salary as 
given by Statistics of Denmark website was approximately 27,172 DKK in 2019 (3,639 
Euro, 4,076 USD) (“Statbank,” 2020b).

Table 1. Change of poverty line and average monthly disposable income of people living in 
Copenhagen (Statbank, 2020a; 2020b).

People living in Copenhagen Monthly poverty line Monthly average disposable income

2018 11,416 DKK 
(1,531 Euro, 1807 USD)

19,028 DKK 
(2,473 Euro, 2,918 USD)

2019 11,836 DKK 
(1587 Euro, 1,810 USD)

19,727 DKK 
(3,639 Euro, 4,076 USD)

2020 12,236 DKK 
(1,590 Euro, 1,813 USD)

20,427 DKK 
(2,740 Euro, 3,123 USD)
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2.1.2 Consideration of welfare subsidies in Denmark
To analyze housing affordability for the youth population at risk of poverty and low- 
income families were defined for this article to explain the policy context of Denmark and 
to evaluate affordability of housing produced by zoning plans in harbor areas. Welfare 
income and minimum salaries were used to define household incomes to calculate 
affordability levels of housing. People having temporary cash assistance as an unemploy
ment subsidy from A-kassen was not considered in this study. According to Danish 
welfare regulation in 2016, which is Kontanthjælpsloft, to have welfare benefits, a person, 
who is not a student, should have at least 225 employment hours in one year within 
3 years or actively seeking a job or having vocational training (BEKNo.1400, 2016). Types 
and amounts of cash and education assistance, integration, housing, and special support 
were explained on the Ministry of Finance web page Borger.dk. The welfare amounts 
defined for single mothers with two children and families based in Copenhagen were 
found on the web page of the Ministry of Finance (Borger, 2021).

Households considered in this study consisted of young single students, single parents 
with two children, families with two children, who receive welfare benefits. However, 
students receiving education study grants are ineligible to receive housing benefits 
(boligstøtte) (Ec.europa.eu, 2019, p. 46). The first type of household is defined as a low- 
income single person, below 30 years old, without children, receiving subsidies for 
municipal employment benefits with vocational training programs and unemployment 
insurance benefits referred to as integration benefits (Kontanthjælpsloft, 2016; Statbank, 
2020c). The average monthly aid to support vocational education for a single person 
below 30 years old in Denmark was 10,698 DKK (1,435 Euro, 1,636 USD) in 2020, 
accepted in this study as the lowest income of the youth people, which are at the risk of 
poverty (Borger, 2021). The welfare benefits for young people were less than the poverty 
line, which was given under the section consideration of poverty levels in Copenhagen 
and Denmark.

The second type of household is defined as a low-income single parent or a single 
mother, above 30 years of age, with two children. The monthly welfare benefits provided 
by the state of Denmark defined for single parents were 16,387 DKK (2,225 Euro, 2,537 
USD) in 2020 (Borger, 2021). Welfare amounts are higher than the poverty line and 
lower than the average disposable income in Copenhagen (Borger, 2021). The third type 
of household is defined as a low-income family, two parents, with two children. When 
one of the two parents is unemployed and the second employed earns a low income, the 
family is eligible to receive welfare benefits. This type of household income calculated as 
the lowest number of wages earned and welfare benefits received in total was 35,231 DKK 
in 2020 (4,726 Euro, 5,387 USD) (“Statbank,” 2020b; Borger, 2021). These household 
types and income levels were defined to be used for rent analysis methods.

2.2 Rent analysis method

To evaluate zoning plans in the harbor areas of Copenhagen whether to provide housing 
affordability, rent analysis was done using three datasets of rents. Three types of data set 
included rent of non-profit, Basis Bolig and private houses in nearby locations in South 
and North Harbour obtained from data available as of 2020. Also, national average 
disposable income and welfare subsidies were considered for 2020. The first set of data 
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collected from a report of a nonprofit housing association, KAB and a web page called 
Danmarkbolig.dk that has rent levels of housing units produced by non-profit housing 
associations (Danmarkbolig, 2021). Second data set consists of information about rent 
amounts for the smallest youth housing units called Basis Bolig homes in South and 
North Harbour, which was collected from a report of KAB and Danmarkbolig.dk web 
page. The third data set includes rent amounts for privately owned rental homes collected 
from the Findbolig.nu (Kab-selvbetjening, 2018) website. Rent amounts are listed on 
Table 2 (Kab-selvbetjening, 2018).

3 Institutional structure of AH production and socioeconomic pattern in 
Copenhagen

Sweden and Denmark have the fourth and fifth largest AH stocks in Europe, mainly 
developed between world war periods by state loan support (Esping-Andersen, 1990; 
Jensen, 2013; H. S. Andersen, 2012). Institutional structure of AH in Denmark consisted 
of AH units are produced by private non-profit housing associations,4 which are financed 
with loans and tenants deposit contribution (J. Andersen & Pløger, 2007; Larsen & Lund 
Hansen, 2015). Non-profit housing associations borrow 10% of the construction price 
from municipalities (J. Andersen & Pløger, 2007; Larsen & Lund Hansen, 2015). The 
budget of each non-profit housing associations is controlled yearly by the city council and 
an elected board consisting of AH tenants govern non-profit housing associations 
(Engberg, 2000). Tenants contribute to the finance of AH production consisting of 2% 
of construction price by paying deposits (Engberg, 2000).

The state has never provided direct finance for AH production but provided loans 
(Velfærdsministeriet 2009). State contribution with loan provision to AH production in 
Denmark declined from 17% in 1982 to 4% in 1989, which then completely cut in 1990 
(Transport, 2018; Turk, 2019 ; Velfærdsministeriet, 2009) . To compensate for this state 

Table 2. Comparison of rents in South Harbor and North Harbor, Copenhagen based on 2020 
(Danmarkbolig, 2021; Findbolig.nu, 2021; kab–bolig.dk, 2019, 2019b).

AH 
for families

Private 
rental

Basis Bolig 
35–42 
square 
meters

Recent AH consisting of 106–111 m2, 3 room flat produced in 
Teglholmen South Harbor that was produced in 2014 before 
zoning plan

9,289 DKK 
(1,246 Euro, 
1,420 USD)

13,772 DKK 
(1,847 Euro, 
2006 USD)

Does not 
exist

AH production by zoning plan in Teglholmen, South Harbor Does not exist- 
only youth 
housing

Does not exist 3,377 DKK 
(35 m2) 
(453 
Euro, 516 
USD)

Recent AH consisting of 104 m2, 3 room flat in 
Århusgadekvarteret, North Harbor that was produced 
before zoning plan

Does not exist 18,858 DKK (2529 
Euro, 279,883 
USD)

Does not 
exist

AH production by zoning plan in Århusgadekvarteret, North 
Harbor

10,603 DKK 
(1422 Euro, 
1621 USD)

Does not exist 4,083 DKK 
(43 m2) 
(547 
Euro, 624 
USD)
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financial cut, non-profit housing associations borrowed more private loans (Transport, 
2018; Turk, 2019; Velfærdsministeriet, 2009). The share of loans to produce one building 
consisting of AH units was 75% in 1982, increased to 90% in 1989 and reached 94% in 
1990, while the payback period was 40 years (Transport, 2018; Turk, 2019; 
Velfærdsministeriet, 2009). Furthermore, municipalities have been providing loans that 
increased from 4% in 2001 to 7%, which doubled to 14% in 2007 and stabilized to 10% in 
2016 (Transport 2018; Turk 2019; Velfærdsministeriet 2009).

3.1. The role of local governments to produce AH in Copenhagen metropolitan 
area

In the past, Copenhagen city had a lot of major industries that led many industrial workers 
and people on welfare benefits settled in the city (Interview, 2016b). Municipalities in 
western part of Copenhagen metropolitan area and central Copenhagen allowed the 
production of many AH units (Andersen, 1991). According to the study of Andersen 
(1991), there was a tendency of northern municipalities to give very few permits to open 
manufacturing facilities in Copenhagen Metropolitan area. Moreover, municipalities in 
the north of Copenhagen metropolitan area did not authorize construction permits for 
AH production between 1995 and 2005 (Sónia Alves & Andersen, 2015).

Instead, the preference of northern municipalities had been to accommodate middle 
and high-income residents in this area (Andersen, 1991). Therefore, the Northern part of 
the city consists of a majority of privately owned housing residing higher income earners 
who paid at least 15% more income taxes to municipalities than lower income groups in 
late 1990 (Andersen, 1991). The highest income holders reside in the Northern part of 
Copenhagen metropolitan area, while the majority of lower income holders settle in the 
western areas (Andersen, 1991).

Western municipalities in Copenhagen metropolitan area, such as Ballerup, Herlev 
Arbertslund, Hvidovre and Glostrup had the majority in the number of AH produced in 
the early 1990s, similar to their past activities in the 1970s (Andersen, 1991; Boligstat, 
2019). As a result, the development of the socio-economic structure of the Greater 
Copenagen, as shown in Figure 1, is shaped in parallel with AH stock, commonly 
developed to accommodate low-income holders (Scanlon et al., 2015). Population in 
the Copenhagen metropolitan area was approximately 1,850,000 governed by 34 local 
municipalities (RegionHovedstaden, 2019).

In 2019, the AH share of total housing stock of Greater Copenhagen from highest to 
lowest included 66% in Brøndby, 17% in Dragor, and 6% in Gentofte (Transport- 
ogBoligudvalget, 2019). In the same year in central Copenhagen, AH stock consisted of 
20% total housing (Transport-ogBoligudvalget, 2019). Also in 2019, the western munici
palities had the largest share of AH stock, 58% in Ballerup,and 58% in Albertslund. The 
remaining three largest AH stocks include 56% in Herlev, 42% in Hvidovre and 46% in 
Glostrup (Transport-ogBoligudvalget, 2019).
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3.2 The role of national government to shape socio-economic structure in 
Copenhagen central area

In the early 90s, Copenhagen municipality was almost bankrupt (Andersen, 1991; 
J. Andersen & Pløger, 2007). Since 2000, national policies have aimed Copenhagen 
aimed to attract high skilled workers for knowledge based economic growth and capital 
accumulation (J. Andersen & Pløger, 2007; Andersen & Winther, 2010; Cole & 
Etherington, 2005). However, national strategies designed to create a knowledge-based 

Figure 1. Socio-economic structure in Greater Copenhagen area in 2014 (Ministeriet for By, 
2014, p. 7).
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economy in Copenhagen led to socio-economic changes in the city observed with 
reduced number of low-income groups.

In Copenhagen during 1995 and 2013, the number of people between 20 and 64 years 
old with higher education increased from 23 to 41% (Økonomiforvaltningen, 2014). 
Also, in 2018, the number of people with an income less than 200,000 DKK (26,832 Euro, 
31,661 USD) halved in comparison to their number in 2000. In contrast, the number of 
people with income more than 600,000 DKK (80,496 Euro, 94,985 USD) almost doubled 
in 2018 in comparison to 2000, shown in Figure 2 (Statbank, 2018). Poverty rates in 
Copenhagen have increased from 12.5% in 2005 to 17% in 2017, which is almost two 
times more than the national level (OECD, 2017). The national level poverty rate grew 
from 6% in 2005 to 8% in 2017 (OECD, 2017).

Residential differentiation is observed in Copenhagen. Adult people living in 
Northern Harbor and newer parts of Southern Harbor had the highest disposable annual 
income level, where privately owned housing has the highest percentage in these areas 
(Københavns_Kommune, 2018b). People living in harbor areas have the highest income 
by 250,000 DKK (33,457 Euro, 39,3577 USD) or more per year after taxes in 2018, as 
shown in Figure 3 (Københavns_Kommune, 2018b). However, the majority of groups 
that have been affected from increasing housing expenses have been youth aged between 
18 and 24 as well as low-income single parents with dependent children in Denmark 
(Eurostat, 2018a, p. 37).

Figure 2. Changes in the number of people earning annually less than 200,000 DKK (26,832 Euro, 
31,661 USD) and 600,000 (80,496 Euro, 94,985 USD) living in Copenhagen in 2000, 2010, and 2018 
(Statbank.dk, 2018).

242 S. TURK



4 Findings: copenhagen city zoning plan strategy

Rent amount of AH has increased in years due to increasing land prices after the 
abolishment of the regulation to sell land to non-profit housing associations by 
a national law and regulation of rent control for houses produced after 1991 in 
Copenhagen (Scanlon et al., 2015). AH in Copenhagen maintains a ratio of 20% of 
the housing stock; while the number of privately owned housing units increase, so 
does the number of AH units with zoning plans (Interview, 2020; Tillæg 44, 2015). 
The Copenhagen municipality targets to produced AH in housing areas that reside 
higher income holders, as explained by a planner at the municipality of 
Copenhagen as;

‘Central parts of the city are very attractive for many people and students as well. 
Students have lower income than people working 40 hours a week, but also, we have other 
citizens who are on welfare. For that reason, it’s important to mix new housing types so that 
we will not get a very polarized city. We have the problem of large differences in housing 
areas. The older parts of Sydhavn have low incomes but not in the newer parts of Sydhavn, 
because there are mostly privately owned apartments and people living there have double 
incomes. The research of the Ministry of Urban, Housing and Rural Affairs in 2014 found 
that the most divided city of Denmark is Copenhagen’ (Interview, 2016a).

Figure 3. Net annual average income (after tax) of households living in Copenhagen in 2016 
(Københavns_Kommune, 2018b, p. 13).
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The city plan strategy has a zoning plan that gives an opportunity to transform locally 
planned industrial, businesses and commercial areas for these housing purposes 
(LBKNO.1116, 2017; Tillæg6, 2015). Particularly central parts of Copenhagen have less 
AH, see Figure 4. An interview with an officer of the urban planning department from the 
Municipality of Copenhagen states as follows:

‘We want to build public housing [AH] in a way that leads this city as less segregated as 
possible. We have been looking into the school districts. See how high is the percentage of the 
public housing in each school district. And you can see the dark green areas on this map are 
areas with less than 20% public housing; light green is between 20 and 30; the other areas 
with more than 30%. So ideally, we want to build in the light green areas. If we want to 
build in this yellow area, we have to be careful about how they [AH] interact with the rest of 
the city’ (Interview, 2016a).

Figure 4. The density of AH units (Almene Boliger) in school districts of Copenhagen (Københavns 
Kommun, 2015a, p. 5).
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The density of AH units (Almene Boliger) of school districts in Copenhagen is 
considered by the municipality. The municipality has planned approximately 2,371 
new AH units to be produced in Copenhagen every year (Københavns_Kommune, 
2019b). Municipality has been in negotiation with private developers to implement this 
rule and to produce 140 AH units on private land (Københavns_Kommune, 2019b). 
Since 2015, 24 local plans have been developed with the zoning plan, which includes 
220.000 square meters reserved for AH in the area (Interview, 2020). So far about 48% 
this reserved area is tied to AH projects, which are being built and the rest is still unused 
(Interview, 2020). Copenhagen municipality has the highest rate of AH production using 
the zoning plan in the country (Interview, 2020).

4.1 Partnerships for the development of AH in Denmark

Before the development of the land use zoning plan in 2015, local partnership emerged to 
produce AH with a private housing fund in Copenhagen after conflicts between liberal 
government seated in 2001 and non-profit housing associations in Denmark. Financial 
resources of associations were reduced in 2002 and a law enacted to privatize AH units in 
2004 (Larsen & Lund Hansen, 2015). Furthermore, due to national neoliberal housing 
policies to increase the number of owner-occupied housing, during a 10-year period 
between 1994 and 2004, almost 40,000 rental housing were transformed into cooperative 
and owner-occupied housing (Scanlon et al., 2015; www.information.dk, 2005, 20). 
Meanwhile, between 1993 and 2003, Copenhagen city had 34,375 migrant residents, 
many who were young, were in urgent need of rental housing (www.information.dk, 
2005, 20). Therefore, the city needed rental housing stock to meet the needs of new
comers and low-income groups in Copenhagen.

The former City Mayor of Copenhagen removed the restrictions, dated from the 1970s 
that were created by local governments in the metropolitan Copenhagen area, rejecting 
AH construction applications in 2004 to promote new AH production (Sónia Alves & 
Andersen, 2015). Also, in the election campaign of 2005, the elected City Mayor of 
Copenhagen promised to produce 5000 private AH units and to establish a private 
housing fund to produce AH (Sónia Alves & Andersen, 2015; Møller, 2006). These 
5000 housing units consist of a new type of prefabricated housing, each unit having 
100 square meters, rented for 5,000 DKK (670 Euro, 838 USD) monthly in 2005 (Sónia 
Alves & Andersen, 2015; Møller, 2006).

However, only 12 homes with affordable rents and 38 cooperative housing units out of 
5000 were actually produced in 2008 (BygherreForeningen, 2008; Scanlon & Vestergaard, 
2007). Although the total number of units were not produced, the goal behind the idea of 
the mayor of Copenhagen had been to inspire and create a base for continued production 
of cheaper dwellings using these prefabricated units. One of the planners at the munici
pality of Copenhagen explained the difficulties in meeting the goal to produce 5,000 AH 
units as follows:

“Ritt Bijegaard [City Mayor of Copenhagen] had a vision of building family housing with 
a rent of 5,000 DKK. The aim was to produce 5,000 units and that was very difficult. I mean it 
was a period of very high activity in the housing market; it may be for that reason that the land 
prices went up. This didn’t make it possible to build a lot of public houses. That’s part of the 
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story of the mission to make public housing with even lower rents” (Interview with munici
pality, 2016)

In 2009, the municipality of Copenhagen created a partnership with the non-profit 
housing association called KAB, for the construction of AH units called AlmenBolig+ 
homes (Kobenhavn Kommun, 2010). AlmenBolig+ consists of housing units that do not 
have maintenance fees. The maintenance of houses such as cleaning of common parts 
belong to the tenants. The areas of housing units are between 80 and 125 m2 (KAB, 
2018a). In 2009, AlmenBolig+ modules were produced in Køge, Hvidovre, Copenhagen, 
Herlev, Hillerød, and Århus (BL, 2009). Between 2010 and 2013, 557 AlmenBolig+ 
homes were produced; in 2015, 282 units were produced (Kofod, 2016). Then, in 2017, 
168 AlmenBolig+ homes were produced in Copenhagen (Kofod, 2016). AlmenBolig+ 
homes were designed especially for families with children (Annex401, 2018; KAB, 2009; 
kab–bolig.dk, 2019c; Københavnskommun, 2016).

The Municipality of Copenhagen and KAB had another agreement in 2015 for the 
production of at least 10% of reserved area for small housing units, referred to as 
BasisBolig5 homes, with a rent of 3200 DKK (428 Euro, 565 USD) consisting of 35 square 
meters in 2015 (Kofod, 2016; Schouenborg, 2015; Københavns_Kommune, 2013). Later 
in 2019, the portion of reserved land increased to 20% to include AH for families in 
addition to young people with an area consisting of 45–50 square meters 
(Københavns_Kommune, 2020). The rent is aimed to be kept around 3,400 DKK per 
month in 2020 (442 Euro, 503 USD) (Interview, 2020). Generally, average rent in 
Copenhagen for a room in a shared apartment for individuals is 4,000 DKK (456 Euro, 
519 USD), single family units’ range between 7,000 (939 Euro, 1070 USD) and 12.000 
DKK (1609 Euro, 1835 USD) in 2020 (international.kk.dk, 2021).

The BasisBolig concept was developed based on research that analyzed housing 
preferences of young people in Copenhagen (Hansen et al., 2014). The research target 
group was young people looking for jobs after completing university or college educa
tion, young people entering higher education and disadvantaged young people who have 
problems, such as criminal, addiction, mental health, or related severe crises and trauma 
backgrounds that have been documented (Hansen et al., 2014). The most important 
feature of a house for a young person in the target group is its location to their education 
or job and its affordability (Hansen et al., 2014). Figure 5 illustrates AH construction 
projects by zoning plan, the red local plan areas consisting of AH construction that has 
recently started, while the yellow local areas have 90% construction rate of AH 
(Kommun, 2015). The planner from Copenhagen Municipality explained this change 
as in the interview as,

“To ensure that public housing is also built for vulnerable Copenhageners, part of the public 
housing is targeted at those who need housing the most. For up to 20% of the new public 
housing, requirements may be made that the housing can be used to a special extent for the 
social housing directive. Homes for young people must have a maximum rent of DKK 3,4006 

per month” (Interview, 2020).
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4.2 Partnership examples in south harbor and north harbor

Copenhagen City Plan of 2015 has included a project by zoning plan on AC Meyers 
Vinge street in Teglholmen provided youth housing, family housing and BasisBolig 
respectively (plandata, 2016). In the North Harbor area, affordable housing units were 
planned to be used as family, youth and BasisBolig homes (kab-bolig.dk, 2019d; Kab- 
bolig.dk, 2018). Teglholmen project completed by a partnership between a private 
company and a nonprofit housing association, producing a tenant mixed project, includ
ing 8 BasisBolig within 107 youth housing units (kab-bolig.dk, 2019, 2019d, 2019d). 

Figure 5. AH planned and produced through a zoning plan of 2015 demanding AH production by 
reserving 10% and up to 25% of the land in 2020  (Københavns_Kommuneplan, 2020; Kommun,2015).
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Affordable homes on A. C. Meyers street of Teglholmen in South Harbor are planned to 
produce BasisBolig homes currently available to be rented, as of 2020 (kab-bolig.dk, 2019, 
2019b). This partnership project includes 105 private homes planned in 2016 and 
finished in 2020, as shown in Figure 6 (3B, 2016, p. 3; kab-bolig.dk, 2019b).

In North Harbor, Århusgadekvarteret area has been developed with housing consist
ing of Basis Bolig, family and larger youth housing units, shown in Figure 7 
(Københavns_Kommune, 2018a; PlanAnnouncement, 2019). The land belonged to 
By&Havn (the state and Copenhagen Municipality owned company) and purchased by 
a non-profit housing association (BL, 2020; Københavns_Kommune, 2015b). A total of 
131 AH units were planned, 95 housing units for families, 12 for youth, and 24 units 
produced as BasisBolig homes in 2020 (BL, 2020; Mahler, 2020, 20).

Figure 6. Project area of AH by zoning plan in South Harbor Area, Teglholmen (3B, 2019, p. 3).
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4.3 Analysis of findings for the affordability of housing in southern and northern 
harbor

In South Harbor, AH produced by a nonprofit housing association in 2014 was found 
as the most affordable by 26% for a low-income couple with two children (one of them 
is working full time with lowest income and the other has welfare subsidies and 
working part time), while private homes in the same area have 84% affordability 
level. In Nordhavn, in Århusgadekvarteret, AH by zoning plan for families produced 
in 2020 and housing affordability was calculated as 30% that is acceptable, while the 
affordability level of private housing was 53% that is higher than the acceptable 
affordability level.

In the South Harbor area, BasisBolig homes in the Teglholmen neighborhood are at 
the second lowest affordability level, 32% for low-income young groups. The rent amount 
at this affordability level is higher than the acceptable ratio of housing affordability. The 
affordability rate is a maximum of 30%. BasisBolig homes in Nordhavn, in 
Århusgadekvarteret have a 38% affordability level for a one room apartment consisting 
of 42 m2.

Affordable homes produced by nonprofit housing associations in harbor areas were 
found as unaffordable for people who are single parents with two children. In South Harbor, 
for a single parent older than 30 years old with two children, working part-time, and is 

Figure 7. Project area of AH by zoning plan in North Harbor (PlanAnnouncement, 2019).
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living in a house produced by nonprofit housing associations recently has an affordability 
level of 56%, much higher than the acceptable rate of affordability, which is 30%. In North 
Harbor, Århusgadekvarteret area AH has been produced by nonprofit housing associations 
recently, and has an affordability level at 64% a single parent older than 30 years old with 
two children. This affordability level is also high for single parents having two children.

5 Discussion and conclusion

This study contributes an assessment of the implementation of the first zoning plan of 
Copenhagen and an analysis of affordability of the AH produced with this zoning plan. 
The assessment of housing affordability includes the geography analysis of housing that 
should be close to business districts and schools because transportation costs to commute 
affect the amount spent on housing. In addition, rent to household income ratios should 
be the same or less than 30% to define a house as affordable.

The Copenhagen zoning plan was developed considering school areas and plans 
provided reserved land for AH production. This paper analyzed housing affordability 
in harbor areas of Copenhagen where the zoning plan was implemented. AH by zoning 
plans were implemented in the central part of Copenhagen, harbor areas that are close to 
the central business district and schools. Therefore, low-income groups have adequate 
access to business areas, schools and metro.

Findings were compared to traditional AH units and private rental homes in harbor 
areas of Copenhagen. This paper does not support the previous findings regarding rent 
amounts AH produced before zoning plans and private rental housing in Copenhagen are 
slightly different (Scanlon et al., 2015), which were very different in 2020. In South Harbor, 
housing affordability for homes produced by nonprofit housing associations before zoning 
plan was found as 26% for a low-income couple with two children, while private homes in 
the same area had 84% affordability level in 2020. In Nordhavn, housing affordability was 
calculated as 30% for homes produced by zoning plan, while the affordability level of 
private housing was 53% that is higher than the acceptable affordability level. Also, in 
North Harbor, there was no AH for families and young groups before the zoning plan that 
was produced in 2020. AH produced with a zoning plan is affordable for low-income 
families.

However, in South Harbor area, AH for young low-income groups referred to as 
Basis Bolig homes produced by zoning plans in the Teglholmen neighborhood have 
an affordability level that is higher than the acceptable ratio. Also, in North Harbor, 
the affordability level for similar small youth homes, Basis Bolig homes, produced by 
zoning plans in Århusgadekvarteret are higher than the acceptable ratio of housing 
affordability for low-income young groups who are getting integration and educa
tion benefits.

In Copenhagen, young low-income groups and single parents with children have been 
mostly affected by high rent. However, housing by zoning plan in both harbor areas of 
Copenhagen is still not affordable for a single mother with two children or young low- 
income groups. Therefore. more strategies through zoning plans should be developed to 
provide housing affordability for single parents with children and young low income in 
Copenhagen. Even though the number of produced AH by zoning plans is still small, 

250 S. TURK



selection of the highest income areas having close connection to the city center to 
produce AH is an effective and promising outcome.

Notes

1. Affordable housing as defined in this study consists of rental units that have a rent amount 
not exceeding 30% of household income and households are given rent subsidies by state.

2. Currency conversion was done for this paper considering European Central Bank’s currency 
exchange values. In average, 1 DKK was equal 0,13,419 Euro and 1 Euro was equal to 1,25 
USD in 2005. 1 DKK was equal 0,13,419 Euro and 1 Euro was equal to 1,25 USD in 2005. 1 
DKK was equal 0,13,383 Euro and 1 Euro was equal to 1,32 USD in 2015. 1 DKK was equal 
0,13,416 Euro and 1 Euro was equal to 1,18 USD in 2018. 1 DKK was equal 0,13,394 Euro 
and 1 Euro was equal to 1,12 USD in 2019. 1 DKK was equal 0,13,415 Euro and 1 Euro was 
equal to 1, 14 USD in 2020 (ECB, 2021).

3. In Europe, people at risk of poverty are people having less than the income and resources 
that are ‘thought to be adequate or socially acceptable in the society in which they live’ 
(COE, 2017).

4. There are approximately 650 housing associations in Denmark that are financially indepen
dent, with about 7000 local housing estates (BL, 2018). Housing estates are managed by 
housing associations, but the housing associations cannot transfer money to housing estates 
in order to produce AH, also associations cannot subsidize estates and neither do estates 
(BL, 2018). There are 47 housing estates that manage 64 340 flats in Copenhagen (BL, 2018).

5. BasisBolig is also called as servicelovs boliger.
6. 3,400 DKK equals 442 Euro and 503 USD in 2020.
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