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for economic growth and employment 
rates. In the chapters 6 and 7 examples 
on the nature conservation work and the 
more project-oriented planning are given 
– in Søllerød Municipality and in the West 
Forest afforestation project respectively.

The analysis’ are based on historic docu-
ments including statutory plans, reports, 
legal acts and other archive material 
and literature on planning of metropoli-
tan Copenhagen. The booklet is written 
by Henrik Vejre, University of Copenha-
gen. Caspar Christiansen, Frederiksberg 

Municipal Archive, Morten Chr. Richard, 
Rudersdal Museum and Jon Voss, Rud-
ersdal municipality contributed to chapter 
6 and Lene Skodborg and Bo Fritzbøger, 
University of Copenhagen contributed to 
chapter 7.

Summary

The theme of this booklet is the role and 
effects of spatial planning. The analysis 
focuses on spatial planning and its related 
legal and administrative tools which since 
the beginning of the 20th century have 
safeguarded provision of urban green 
space to the urban population. 

Statutory planning has played a profound 
role in shaping the Danish society, in par-
ticular since the mid 20th century. De-
spite continuous criticism regarding the 
themes to be regulated through spatial 
planning, the level of detail and the au-
thorities’ planning competences, it is 
gene rally accepted that statutory plan-
ning is a cornerstone in the Danish wel-
fare state. The spatial planning regime 
is widely recognized for its beneficial ef-
fects for the society.

The emphasis is on the period from the 
1930s till today. In this period comprehen-
sive spatial planning for the metropolitan 
Copenhagen emerged, and the municipal 
planning was extended to a regional and 
national level. Until then the Municipality 
of Frederiksberg and Municipality of Co-
penhagen had a special status with full 
planning competence of their own terri-
tory.

Access to green space is of strong impor-
tance for the general welfare and health 
of urbanites. Moreover the urban green 
space is crucial for climate change miti-
gation and as habitats for wildlife. Green 
space may also safeguard landscape 
quali ties and cultural heritage values.

Compared to other metropolis’ of the 
world, Copenhagen is favored by relative 
extensive urban green space, forests and 
open countryside areas in relative close 
contact with residential areas. This is de-
spite the location of Copenhagen in a ter-
rain which does not imply many physical 
constraints to urban development. If citi-

es develop in mountainous areas or wet-
land dominated areas, natural barriers 
for urban growth are often left as urban 
green space. In metropolitan Copenha-
gen, the safeguarding of green space has 
always depended on active intervention 
from authorities, often supported by pri-
vate initiatives. 

The history of the safeguarding of the 
green space and open countryside is pri-
marily about an emerging consensus du-
ring the twentieth century on the need to 
designate recreational areas to the rapid-
ly growing population. Through different 
political and administrative regimes with 
varying legal frames for land manage-
ment and spatial planning, the process 
of the establishment of recreational ar-
eas has proceeded continuously.

The foundation for the provision of recre-
ational areas of a high quality in Copen-
hagen is a strong degree of continuity in 
the planning of green space. Green space 
planning in the Copenhagen metropolitan 
area has in many ways been inspired by 
the park planning of Copenhagen Munici-
pality in the first decades of the twentieth 
century. In this period the built up area of 
Copenhagen Municipality was extended 
dramatically by the inclusion of a number 
of rural parishes surrounding the capital 
city. The city council managed to safe-
guard a number of park belts in the new 
suburbs. This park plan served as inspi-
ration when more comprehensive green 
space plans for the greater Copenhagen 
area were to be formulated. This is treat-
ed in Chapter 2.

The regional planning for larger, conse-
cutive green space areas took point of 
departure in the so-called Green Report 
(Danish: Den Grønne Betænkning) of 1936. 
From 1938 the visions embedded in this 
report were implemented by means of na-
ture conservation orders in areas of high 

recreational importance. Moreover, the 
conservation areas were connected by a 
network of recreational trails. This work 
is the theme of Chapter 3.

The work with nature conservation orders 
proved useful in the northern fringe of Co-
penhagen. In this area the high cultural 
and recreational values and landscapes 
of high aesthetic qualities matched the 
aim of the Nature Conservation Act, and 
conservation orders anchored in this act 
safeguarded extensive landscapes with 
high recreational significance. In contrast, 
the western fringe of Copenhagen where 
most urban development took place after 
the Second World War was a level, tree-
less agricultural plain, and could not be 
protected by nature conservation orders.

Efforts to safeguard green space in the 
new suburbs on the western fringe of Co-
penhagen were inspired by the 1947 Fin-
gerplan of Copenhagen. The green space 
structure built on the green wedges which 
according to the Fingerplan were intended 
to separate the urban fingers. The main 
challenge was to designate green space 
in an era of unprecedented urban growth 
in a legal vacuum with inadequate spatial 
planning instruments.

In chapter 4, the general spatial plan-
ning of the 1950s and 1960s is treated – 
an era of rapid urban growth and insuf-
ficient planning. In chapter 5, the era of 
regional planning during which the gen-
eral green space structure was decisive-
ly fixed, is treated. The regional planning 
offered new tools to the authorities’ work 
with green space. Through generations of 
regional and municipal plans, the bounda-
ries between urban areas and green space 
were gradually fixed. The consciousness 
regarding the values of the green space 
grew, and in the last regional plan for Met-
ropolitan Copenhagen of 2005 the green 
space was celebrated as being decisive 
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1960s, and the plans for Copenhagen Mu-
nicipality in the 1960s, the finger motive 
has survived dramatic administrative, de-
mographic societal and economic chan-
ges.

With the Nature Protection Act, nature 
conservation planning and the activities 
of the Prime Minister’s Office 1937-1950 a 
tradition was initiated. This tradition was 
lifted into the Fingerplan and the urban 
planning through the 1950s and the 1960s. 
In the 1970s the renewed Planning Act set 
the stage for regional planning and munic-
ipal planning which guided the planning of 
metropolitan Copenhagen until the Minis-
try of Environment took over in 2007 and 
formulated the modern Fingerplan direc-
tives, but still with due respect to the 
planning tradition of more than a century.

Accept of centralized 
regulation 

Since the 1930s there has been a general 
accept of higher administrative levels in-
volvement in the planning for green space 
in cases where local authorities are not ca-
pable of solving these issues, or in cases 
where national or regional interests are 
sufficiently strong to overrule municipal 
interests.

Not least the acceptance that the Danish 
state should play a significant role in the 
safeguarding of green space in metropoli-
tan Copenhagen is noteworthy. The state 
led the nature conservation planning, ap-
proved the municipal urban development 
plans and the later municipal plans. The 

state has also been a major actor in the 
implementation of concrete projects such 
as the reclamation of Vestamager, the 
West Forest afforestation project and the 
establishment of Køge Bugt Beach Park.

The financing of the nature conservation 
effort and the large projects indicate the 
responsibility which authorities at high-
er levels have taken for the develop ment 
in greater Copenhagen. The Copenhagen 
Municipality and Frederiksberg Munici-
pality, The regional council of Copenha-
gen and the Danish state have all contrib-
uted with funding of nature conservation 
compensations and land acquisitions in 
connection with the large green space 
projects. There was a common under-
standing that these projects would ben-
efit also, e.g. citizens of Central Copenha-

Main results

Continuity in planning
For more than a century the planning of 
metropolitan Copenhagen has been facili-
tated by a high degree of continuity. The 
continuity has both been ensured by the 
individuals engaged in the planning pro-
cesses, and by the development and per-
sistence of the central planning principles 
and guidelines. In addition, a strong sense 
of professionalism in the planning envi-
ronment is visible in the formulation of 
planning documents, and this profession-
alism has been transferred to new genera-
tions of planners. 

Several examples on the continuity in 
terms of individual planners should be 
emphasized. Olaf Forchhammer was in-
volved in the planning of Copenhagen 
Municipality in the first half of the twen-
tieth century, and was partly responsible 
for the planning of urban parks. Forch-
hammer was the prime author of the 
ground breaking Green Report (Danish: 

Den Grønne Betænkning) on area reser-
vations for outdoor recreation published 
in 1936. The same year Forchhammer 
was appointed Chief Engineer of the City 
of Copenhagen. He also took part in the 
so-called Green Committee (Danish: Det 
Grønne Udvalg) which implemented the 
visions of the Green Report through the 
1930s and 1940s. He also wrote a contri-
bution to the Fingerplan from 1947.

The team behind the 1947 Fingerplan con-
sisted of very young planners led by Peter 
Bredsdorff. The individual team members 
became later active in spatial planning for 
the next several decades. Bredsdorff and 
other team members were appointed by 
the Ministry of Housing and were respon-
sible for the formulation of urban plans 
for Copenhagen and suburbs in the 1950s. 
Bredsdorff later formulated urban plans 
for several municipalities including Birk-
erød and Albertslund. Poul Lyager, who 
was a planner in Copenhagen Municipali-
ty, took part in the Fingerplan team, and 

after his return to the municipal admin-
istration he made a huge impact on the 
planning of Copenhagen in the decades 
to follow.

The basic planning principle of designating 
green space as the first step in any urban 
planning process was the great idea of Olaf 
Forchhammer, and was neatly unfolded in 
the 1936 Green Report, the Nature Con-
servation Plan (Danish: Fredningsplan) of 
1938 and in the 1947 Fingerplan. The princi-
ple has been followed in many spatial plans 
of metropolitan Copenhagen, such as the 
Køge Bugt Plan, and the plan for Trekroner 
in Roskilde, and kept as a guiding princi-
ple in the new towns such as Vinge in the 
Frederikssund Finger.

The finger motive, which largely has been 
undisputed as a guiding principle for the 
planning of metropolitan Copenhagen 
since 1947, is an important element in 
the continuity. Despite weaknesses and 
attempts to redefine it in the 1950s and 

Twelve front pages from plans prove the continuity of planning in the 

Copenhagen metropolis area through 90 years.
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gen - new forests with public access being 
established in the periphery of the city and 
the protection of rural landscapes were 
also to their benefice.

Good governance
Overall, the planning for green space in 
greater Copenhagen has had a certain 
degree of success. This relative success 
is evaluated on the background of on the 
one hand the visions about comprehen-
sive green space areas and on the oth-
er hand the massive urban development 
pressure, which has been prominent 
since the Second World War. Decisive 
 elements in the relative success for plan-
ning of green space comprise the general 
respect for plans, acts and legislation, a 
certain degree of transparency and a high 
degree of integrity among officials in the 
administration. The respect for the na-
ture conservation tool may serve as an 
example. A nature conservation order is 
with its expropriate character and inter-
vention in the private property rights with 
an economic compensation a strong legal 

tool. When a nature conservation order 
is passed, with detailed prescriptions for 
the area management, it is very difficult 
to change. This high degree of protection 
has been a substantial benefit in metro-
politan Copenhagen. Violations of the na-
ture conservation orders are usually treat-
ed as serious offences with strong legal 
reactions.

The most serious weakness of the nature 
conservation orders is that they are often 
extremely time consuming to pass. The 
nature conservation planning compen-
sated for this weakness. An area desig-
nated on a nature conservation plan can-
not change area status, i.e. it is protected 
automatically after approval of the plan.

In contrast to the nature conservation or-
ders, the general statutory planning oper-
ates by designating areas for various pur-
poses. The so-called outer zone areas in 
the 1950s and 1960s, and the rural zone of 
the 1970s and onwards gave limitations to 
the urbanization. But areas could change 
zone status, and the guidelines for the 
land use in the zones could be flexible. 

The guidelines in outer zone areas and 
rural zone areas proved insufficient to a 
permanent safeguarding of green space 
not under nature conservation orders. This 
dilemma was solved by the designation of 
green wedge areas and other green space 
areas with strong protection against ur-
ban development in the regional plans. 
These designations gradually safeguarded 
the wedges against urban development. 
The green structures in the regional plans 
were repeated in each new plan generation 
and hereby confirmed as a foundation in 
the green space planning of metropolitan 
Copenhagen.

The strength of the protective measures 
has been tested in several cases. Viola-
tions of the nature conservation orders 
have been brought to court. Wishes from 
municipalities regarding changes of the 
zone status of the green wedges or sug-
gestions to new projects for the otherwise 
protected green space are in general re-
jected. In general, there is a strong respect 
for the area status in the designated green 
space areas.

×  FIGURE 0.1 1940 PLAN FOR A NETWORK OF RECREATIONAL PATHS

In 1940 the establishment of a comprehensive recreational infrastructure was initiated. The network was not completed, but the 

realized bike- and hiking paths constitute a backbone of the recreational infrastructure of greater Copenhagen.
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Ad Hoc solutions
Several of the most prominent green 
space areas in greater Copenhagen are 
the results of coincidence and firm ac-
tion in windows of opportunity, and the 
deliberate use of temporary political mo-
mentum. In combination with careful 
and long-termed planning which has set 
a general course, these ad hoc projects 
gave very significant results. 

A good example is the Act on Recreation-
al Hiking Routes (Danish: Stiloven) which 
implemented many of the visions of the 
1936 Green Report. The comprehensive 
network of recreational paths which was 
a result of this act is a major asset in the 
recreational infrastructure, in particular 
north of Copenhagen.

The act was a part of the social pro-
grams to combat unemployment during 
the Second World War, and to circumvent 
Da nish workers to take jobs in Nazi Ger-
many. Despite this gloomy background 
the act was decisive for the recreational 

On the concept of Copenhagen

Copenhagen as a geographic entity may cause confusion. Copenhagen is primarily the name 
of the Municipality of Copenhagen (Danish; Københavns Kommune). In practice this often in-
cludes the independent Frederiksberg Municipality. The concept greater Copenhagen (Danish: 
Storkøbenhavn) has been used through the twentieth century, and has covered larger and larger 
areas. Greater Copenhagen has typically denoted the fully developed areas and the municipali-
ties under development. Copenhagen County (Danish: Københavns Amt) comprised municipali-
ties surrounding Copenhagen municipality – but never Copenhagen Municipality proper. The 
concept of the Capital Area (Danish: Hovedstadsområdet) has been used to denote the larger 
region around Copenhagen. The Capital Council (Danish: Hovedstadsrådet) of the 1980s com-
prised Copenhagen, Roskilde and Frederiksborg Counties, and Copenhagen and Frederiksberg 
Municipalities. The Development Council of the Capital (Danish: Hovedstadens Udviklingsråd) 
covered the same units in the 1990s and 2000s. Today the Capital Region (Danish: Region 
Hovedstaden) formally comprise the former Frederiksborg County, Copenhagen county, Fred-
eriksberg and Copenhagen Municipalities – and the Isle of Bornholm in the Baltic Sea.

infrastructure which improved the recre-
ational opportunities and access signifi-
cantly within a few years. Without the act 
the network could have taken decades to 
accomplish.

The efforts for nature conservation north 
of Copenhagen as it is described in Chapter 
6, is characterized by negotiated ad hoc 
solutions, which convinced private land 
owners to let their areas undergo nature 
protection orders. These negotiations led 
to individual agreements which by mo-
dern standards would violate the Public 
Administration Act.

The establishment of the West Forest, 
as described in Chapter 7, is a good ex-
ample of a very old idea, which within a 
short period of time gained strong politi-
cal momentum. With decisive politicians 
and participants in the public debate who 
saw the necessity of firm action, the vi-
sion of a forest west of Copenhagen was 
realized.

Constant renewal of 
the raison d’etre of 
urban green space
The green space of metropolitan Copen-
hagen has earned a broad respect and ac-
ceptance among politicians and the general 
public. The value of an adequate supply of 
recreational areas has not been a tempo-
rary trend. The green space has from the 
beginning of the 20th century had strong 
significance for recreation and cultural 
 history. With the modern functions such as 
biodiversity and climate change mitigation 
the green space has kept its relevance. The 
protected green space areas have fulfilled 
changing societal and political agendas.

Certain functions of the green areas have 
been controversial. There is uncertain-
ty as to the location of wind farms and 
sports grounds in the green space and the 
construction of motorways and railroads 
have been strongly disputed, although the 
green wedges of the 1947 Fingerplan actu-
ally were meant for these structures.
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ational and nature conservation interests. 
Solutions to these challenges have been 
found in many cities, and it is character-
istic that solutions fit the local geography 
and socio-economic contexts. It should be 
noted that the path to finding solutions 
to the safeguarding of green space often 
is very conflict ridden.

Copenhagen is no exception. The basic 
challenge of this city is not different from 
any other city. With industrialization, the 
emerging welfare state and the rapid ur-
banization and suburbanization, a strong 
need for recreational areas emerged 
through the first part of the 20th centu-
ry. This demand was solved in the begin-
ning by the establishment of urban parks 
of varying size.

In 1901 Copenhagen municipality expan-
ded its territory by absorbing a number of 
rural parishes. This inclusion of new ter-
ritories spawned a comprehensive plan-
ning process in which the urban planners 
succeeded in designating larger park belts 
and parks. These parks were located in 
areas not very suitable for development 
anyway, such as wetlands and bogs. The 
parks Vigerslevparken, Grøndalsparken 
and Utterslev Mose have their origins in 
this process.

With the continued growth of the Capi-
tal city, there was an increasing need for 
safeguarding more comprehensive green 
space areas, which in geographical extent 
and quality could match the fast growing 
city. Copenhagen was challenged in two 
ways: with the full urbanization of Copen-
hagen (and Frederiksberg) Municipalities, 
the future green space should be safe-
guarded in the neighboring municipalities 
in which Copenhagen had no jurisdiction. 
Secondly, the distance to potential green 
space areas increased with the increasing 
suburbanization, which also took place in 
the neighboring municipalities. 

These problems were solved through the 
1930s by new nature conservation legis-
lation. The issues were so pressing that 
the Danish government took lead in the 

nature conservation effort around Co-
penhagen. It became an issue of national 
interest to ensure access to recreational 
areas for the citizens of Copenhagen.

To comprehend the general patterns in 
the planning of greater Copenhagen it 
is necessary to understand the precon-
ditions for urban development of the 
northern flanks and the western flanks 
of Copenhagen respectively. The two re-
gions differ considerably in the natural 
geographical conditions and the related 
cultural geographical development in land 
use and land cover.

The northern flank is dominated by roll-
ing terrain, several lakes and rather exten-
sive forest areas and has historically been 

dominated by Royal possessions. The vast 
majority of the expansion of Copenha-
gen with summer residences, mansions 
and villas was oriented towards these 
attractive landscapes, well supported by 
the continuously improved access by rail 
and roads.

In contrast, the western flank was prior 
to the urbanization level agricultural land, 
and deprived from forests and lakes, and 
attracted settlements to a very limited 
degree only, and except from the coast-
line, the western flank was completely 
dominated by farmland until the mid-
20th century. As a consequence, the ma-
jor effort for the conservation of nature 
and landscapes during the 1930s-1960s 
was concentrated to the north. This is 
the theme of the next chapter.

×  FIGURE 1.1 1903 PROPOSAL FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF COPENHAGEN

Around 1900 a number of rural parishes were absorbed in Copenhagen municipality. 

A planning competition should inspire the development of the comprehensive new 

territories. The Urania proposal suggested the establishment of parks in the low lying 

meadow areas. These parks were realized in the first decades of the 20th century and 

inspired the later nature conservation work in the periphery of Copenhagen.

The initiation of  
green planning in  

Greater Copenhagen

Since the emergence of the large indu-
strial urban areas in the 19th century it 
has been recognized that the establish-
ment of green space in the cities is of 
decisive importance for the urbanites’ 
recreation and hence health and wel-
fare. Through the 19th and 20th centu-
ries, efforts have been unfolded in most 
metro polises in order to establish urban 
parks, sports ground etc. parallel with 
the urban development. The realization 
of the green space importance for health 
and welfare, air quality and temperature, 
natural  values  and climate mitigation has 
increased over the years. In many cities of 

Scandinavia and Northern-Central Europe 
it is consequently not a question if – but 
rather how green space is safeguarded 
and designed.

With the increased growth of urban are-
as and suburbanization through the 20th 
century, there was an increasing accept-
ance that the traditional urban park was 
not sufficient to provide recreation to 
the millions of inhabitants of the largest 
ci ties. With increasing mobility, leisure 
time, new forms of outdoor recreation 
and the introduction of holidays on the 
labor market, new recreation opportuni-

ties had to be found in the periphery of 
the cities. Entire landscapes, coastal re-
gions, lakes and forests, which could be 
provided for the urbanites, became ob-
jects of interest.

The increasing demand for green space 
implied a multitude of challenges. The 
recreational opportunities should be 
found in areas outside the city councils’ 
jurisdiction, there were high costs asso-
ciated with the establishment of infra-
structures, and finally the intense land 
competition implied that urban develop-
ment interests often defeated the recre-
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of Forchhammers reconnaissance, many 
valuable landscapes were already subject 
to intensive urban sprawl, not least the 
coastline north of Copenhagen, and areas 
along several lakes (Gentofte Sø, Lyngby 
Sø, Søllerød Sø, Vejlesø and Furesø).

Because of this focus on the northern 
flank other areas were only in limited ex-
tent included in the work. The need for 
development of recreational areas at the 
western flank of Copenhagen including 
the Køge Bay areas, was more superflu-
ous treated.

The Green Report was immediately fol-
lowed by action. In 1937 the National 
Danish Parliament passed a major revi-
sion of the Nature Protection Act, which 
was extended in 1938 with a Nature Con-
servation Planning Amendment. These 
acts should prove quite efficient in im-
plementing the visions of the Green Re-
port. In 1938 a nature conservation plan 
for Greater Copenhagen was passed, and 
this plan was by and large inspired by the 
sketch of the Green Report, and even ex-
panded the designated areas significant-
ly. Many of the suggested corridors were 

also included in the nature conservation 
plan. When included in the plan, an area 
could not be developed, even though a for-
mal nature protection order was not set. 
If the owner wished to develop the area, 
he or she could claim a nature protection 
order and be economically compensated. 
The nature protection plan became an ef-
ficient instrument to halt the urban deve-
lopment in the most valuable areas.

A committee with the responsibility to 
implement the nature conversation plan 
was appointed by the Prime Minister’s of-

×  FIGURE 2.2

The approved plan for nature conservation of 1938 for the northern flank of Copenhagen. The plan was a direct follow-up to 

The Green Report. The black areas were protected against development during the following two decades.

NATURE CONSERVATION PLAN FOR COPENHAGEN

Nature Conservation  
and Nature conservation  

planning 1928-1947

The first initiatives to a comprehensive 
planning of Greater Copenhagen which 
also included green space were taken in 
the 1920s. With the Report on Traffic 
Lines (Danish: Trafikliniebetænkningen) 
from 1928 general considerations regar-
ding the development of the city were for-
mulated, with point of departure in the 
transport need. In 1928 the Danish Town 
Planning Institute (Danish: Dansk Byplan-
laboratorium) took an initiative to formu-
late a general plan for Copenhagen, as the 
planning for transport could not stand 
alone. One of the most urgent issues was 
the safeguarding of green space in an era 
of rapid urban growth. Olaf Forchhammer, 
an engineer and planner of the municipal-
ity of Copenhagen, was appointed lead-
er of a planning process, which primarily 
should focus on the issue of green space 
and a recreation infrastructure around Co-
penhagen.

Forchhammers work was published in the 
Report on Greater Copenhagens Green 
Areas  (“The Green Report” (Danish: Den 
Grønne Betænkning)). The report con-
tained a detailed analysis of the landscape 
qualities in the surroundings of the city 
and an elaborated proposal to the desig-
nation of future recreational core areas, 
along with a suggestion to recreational 
infrastructures to connect them. 

Forchhammer evaluated the suitability 
of the landscape to recreational purpos-
es from a set of landscape qualities. These 
qualities comprised primarily proxi mity  
to lakes, forests and beaches and  areas  
with significant terrain variations. The 
first step in the designation was to  iden  ti   fy 
areas with these qualities represen  ted, 
which subsequently – by means of recre-

×  FIGURE 2.1

The plan for nature conservation areas as depicted in The Green Report of 1936. 

The darkest hatched areas are areas of nature conservation interests. These are 

areas of significant recreational and aesthetic value, and corridors which connect 

the areas with the city and the areas with each other. The lighter hatched areas 

are existing forests.  The main focus of this plan was the northern flank of 

Copenhagen.

THE MAIN MAP OF THE GREEN REPORT

ational corridors – could be connected. 
Along with the recreational path system, 
comprehensive parkways were designat-
ed, which could connect central Copen-
hagen with the designated recreational 
areas and recreational facilities such as 
camp sites.

The main focus for the Green Report was 
the northern flank of Copenhagen as the 
urbanization pressure was massive here, 
and it was considered important to get 
a targeted and swift action to protect 
what was left of potential recreational 
areas against urban sprawl. At the time 
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fice in 1938. The committee’s members 
included The High Court Judge Georg 
Lett, Kai Hendriksen from the ministry 
of  agriculture, and Forchhammer himself. 
The committee was in particular active 
in the 1940s and was disbanded in 1952. 
The committee immediately initiated the 
work with the nature protection declara-
tions. The work comprised primarily the 
exact delineation of the designated areas 
by field surveys, and the handling of the 
legal work with the nature conservation 
orders. The nature conservation work was 
closely cooperated with the municipalities 
land owners and organizations. In certain 
periods the committee also acted as au-
thority in nature conversation matters in 
the region and made decisions regarding 
single cases in the conservation areas.

In 1940 the committee became responsi-
ble for the planning and implementation 
of a recreational network of foot- and 
bike paths. This was a direct implemen-
tation of the Green Reports suggestion, 
made possible by the public subvention 
schemes to unemployed workers which 
were a direct result of the Second World 
War. The recreational network should 
connect Copenhagen with the recreation-
al areas. This task implied a comprehen-
sive planning and technical implementa-
tion. Despite the gloomy background in 
the war, this gave a unique opportunity 
to realize the visions of a well-connect-
ed network of recreational areas, which 
 otherwise would have taken decades to 
realize. Today thousands of hikers and cy-
clists daily enjoy the often very beautiful 
paths from the 1940s.

The Green Committee gained a momen-
tum implying that a large number of na-
ture conversation orders were passed in 
the 1940s. The work was by and large 
completed by the beginning of the 1950s. 
The task of planning the green space of 
Greater Copenhagen was handed over to 
other authorities, which was equipped 
with new planning instruments. 

The work of the Green Committee has 
left lasting imprints in the Copenhagen 
landscape and has demonstrated that 
the Nature Conversation Act could pre-
vent urban sprawl. But at the same time 
it became clear that larger landscapes 
could not be safeguarded against urban 
sprawl. Nature conservation orders were 
too bureaucratic and in a number of cas-
es extremely expensive due to the com-
pensations paid to the land owners. The 
acknowledgement of the need for addi-
tional instruments increased in the fol-
lowing decades.
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dictated by the nature conversation ef-
forts of the 1940s and the fact that the 
traffic lines dissected forests, and hin-
dered the strict location of urban areas 
strictly along roads and railroads.

The Fingerplan had no legal status, but 
the Urban Planning Act of 1949 demand-
ed that all major cities of Denmark should 
formulate urban plans, which divided the 

particular city and its surroundings in 
three zones with different development 
status. In inner and middle zones imme-
diate development and later development 
were allowed respectively, whereas there 
was a complete ban on urban develop-
ment in the outer zones. The designa-
tion of zones was done in cooperation 
between the local municipalities and the 
Ministry of Housing. It was in principle a 

suitable tool, but was challenged by the 
rapid urban development and vast sub-
urbanization in the post war decades. 
The Fingerplan was a plan for additional 
300,000 inhabitants in greater Copenha-
gen by the 1980s. The actual development 
implied that the city should cater for three 
time this amount in 1970. Meanwhile, the 
demands for space to industry, infrastruc-
tures and housing increased dramatically. 

Risby village in the mid-1950’s. This landscape became the theatre of suburbanization in the 1960’s and 1970’s. 

Risby village was embedded in the new recreational forest Vestskoven.

The Fingerplan and  
urban plans 1947-1970

Despite centuries of urban planning in 
and around Copenhagen it is hard to ig-
nore the effect of the draft proposal for 
a regional plan for greater Copenhagen 
(Danish; Egnsplan for Storkøbenhavn) - or 
the Fingerplan as it later was nicknamed. 
The Fingerplan of 1947 is in every respect 
a ground breaking document, which has 
defined the paradigm of most later plan-
ning in greater Copenhagen.

The Fingerplan was in essence an analy-
sis of the existing conditions in greater 
Copenhagen, a prognosis of the devel-
opment in the following decades, and a 
discussion regarding the optimal urban 
development model which would match 
the challenges within the sectors housing, 
industry, institutions, commerce, traffic, 
supply and recreation.

The planners chose the elongated band-
shaped city as urban development princi-
ple. By this choice, the existing develop-
ment trends along the traffic lines could 
be captured and integrated in the new 
city, and the previous urban growth pat-
tern could be stopped. Until the 1940s the 
city had grown as a layer-upon layer struc-
ture, where the city grew in all directions. 
This growth pattern gradually increased 
the distance from the city center to the 
green space outside the city. With the de-
velopment of band cities or urban fingers 
along all traffic lines, an easy transport to 
the center was safeguarded and an easy 
access to the green space which should be 
established in the green wedges between 
the fingers was ensured.

The need for green space was treated as 
one among several planning themes in the 
Fingerplan, but somehow with a special 

status. The Fingerplan rested to a high 
degree on the Green Report, and the ur-
ban pattern was strongly influenced by 
the wish of providing green space to the 
city’s growing population. The iconic front 
page of the plan and the general develop-
ment pattern proved easy to communi-

cate and has been a persistent metaphor 
for the shape of greater Copenhagen. De-
spite the thickening and elongation of the 
fingers far beyond the original intention, 
and despite that the finger motive was 
not applied north of Copenhagen. North of 
Copenhagen the urban development was 

×  FIGURE 3.1

The Fingerplan of 1947 suggested that the expansion of Copenhagen should take 

place in the band shaped finger cities. Between the fingers green wedges with 

recreational areas should be developed. Afforestation was suggested as a means 

of safeguarding the wedges.

THE FINGERPLAN 1947
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of providing recreational opportunities 
was broadly supported, and mentioned 
in the Fingerplan and in the urban plans 

– and in the public debate for that mat-
ter. But with the increasing narrowing of 
the wedges through designation of inner 
zones it was clear that a targeted effort 
was needed in order to safeguard the rest. 
By a concerted action between 1964 and 
1967 a final decision on the Western For-
est precipitated. The forest is treated in 
detail in Chapter 6.

The Vallensbæk Wedge is the southern-
most wedge between the Roskilde and 
Køge fingers. The wedge was taken into 
account in the urban plans of the 1950s 
where two motorways were designated. 
These infrastructures set a logical boun-
dary for the wedge. Despite the strong 
growth of the Roskilde finger, it was clear 
in the 1960s that a wedge could be kept 
open between the motorways. But in con-
trast to the West Forest Wedge, a com-
prehensive plan for this wedge was never 
considered. It became a task for the mu-
nicipalities to fill their share of the wedge 
with facilities for recreation and establish 
nature- and landscape parks. The munici-
palities have since then treated their indi-
vidual share of the wedge quite differently.

The northern Hjortespring Wedge did not 
have the protecting flanks of motorways. 
And the local municipalities were at an 
early stage very active in the urban devel-
opment of the Fingerplans wedge areas. 
Gladsaxe municipality allocated allotment 
gardens in the entire wedge area, and in 
Herlev municipality urban development 
literally cut the wedge in half. Ballerup mu-
nicipality was capable of protecting large 
tracts of the wedge, and was even capa-
ble of connecting the Hjortespring wedge 
with the West Forest wedge to the south.

Through the 1960s the national Danish 
government attempted to address the 
lack of planning tools. A comprehensive 
planning act was defeated by a public ref-
erendum. A sort of regional planning initi-
ative – the so-called Principle Sketch (Dan-
ish: Principskitsen) - was put forward in 
1960 and the follow-up First Stage Plan 

(Danish: Første Etape Planen) came to act 
as a sort of regional plan in the following 
decade, until a new planning act could to 
be formulated and passed in the parlia-
ment. From a regional plan perspective 
the First Stage Plan was interesting as 
it broke the mono-center principle and 
suggested decenters in the fingers which 
could relieve the center of Copenhagen. 
But the plan was not very specific in terms 
of green space.

In 1967 a regional planning committee 
was appointed with representatives from 
county councils and municipalities. The 
main task of the committee was to for-
mulate a guiding regional plan prior to the 
comprehensive national planning reform 
of 1969. The decision was spawned by 
the dramatic urban development which 

Copenhagen experienced in this era. This 
was indeed a development which called 
for overall guidelines and plans.

An important recommendation of the 
planning committee was to maintain the 
finger-principle. Not least to maintain the 
green wedges which were under pressure 
in the late 1960s. The committee also 
stated that as long as there was no re-
gional planning, the nature conservation 
planning acted as a regional plan, by its 
guidelines as to where urban develop-
ment was allowed.

While the regional committee worked, the 
parliament once again put forward a Plan-
ning Act. This was unanimously approved 
by the parliament in 1969. With this act a 
new era began in Danish planning.

×  FIGURE 3.3

After more than a decade of stalemate in the general planning of greater 

Copenhagen, the Regional Planning Committee presented a new vision for urban 

development. The finger motive was continued, but with a significant emphasis on 

the south-western flank of Copenhagen, where the urban development had been 

sparse until then.

THE PRINCIPLE SKETCHThe planned outer limits of the city as they 
were delineated by the two generations of 
urban plans were broken twice during the 
1950s and 1960s, and the urban develop-
ment interests clashed severely with the 
intentions of protecting the green wed-
ges between the new urban fingers.

The areas designated for green space in 
the Fingerplan was voluminous, but in the 
beginning of the 1960s it was obvious that 
the fingers grew increasingly thicker and 
the green wedges accordingly thinner and 
at certain locations all but vanished. The 
worst case was the northern Hjortespring 
Wedge, but also significant slices were cut 
of the central West Forest Wedge. The 
southern Vallensbæk Wedge was to some 
degree protected by the two designated 
motorways.

While the green space at the northern 
fringe of Copenhagen by and large was 
safeguarded by the nature conversation 
from the 1930s to 1960s, a significant land-
scape management effort at the western 
flank of Copenhagen had to be initiated. 
There was an expectation that nature 
conservation orders could be employed in 

the western areas and that these orders 
in combination with a strict limitation on 
the designation of new urban areas could 
safeguard the green wedges. The urban 
planners fulfilled their part of this stra-
tegy. New inner zones followed the prin-
ciples of the Fingerplan by concentrating 
urban development in the fingers along 
rails and roads, but the according conser-
vation orders in the wedges could not be 
implemented by the existing Nature Pro-
tection Act. With the two generations of 
urban plans in the 1950s and the 1960s the 
finger grew increasingly thicker, and it was 
clear that alternative, decisive initiatives 
were needed if the visions of the wedges 
should be realized.

The vision was challenged by a gap in the 
legislation. On the one hand, the Ministry 
of Housing could ensure that the wedges 
were designated as outer zones through 
urban plans and in principle protected 
against urban development. But in the 
outer zone buildings related to agricul-
ture and horticulture were allowed and it 
was possible to split farms, which result-
ed in an increasing number of hobby farms 
and country houses and hence created a 

sort of hidden urbanization. Further, outer 
zones could be converted to inner zones 
if the urban development interests de-
manded new space. This should ensure a 
continuous supply of new areas for devel-
opment as the inner zone areas were fully 
developed. The only efficient tool against 
development was nature conservation or-
ders, which could only be applied if conser-
vation interests were present, e.g. aes-
thetically beautiful landscapes. At the 
west flank of Copenhagen, no conserva-
tion interests existed. The landscape was 
neither beautiful, scientifically of recre-
ationally interesting. So despite explicit 
urges from urban planners, the nature 
conservation authorities had to decline 
the idea of nature conservation at the 
west flank of Copenhagen.

The central wedge between the Roskil-
de and Frederikssund fingers was by far 
the largest wedge and a particular chal-
lenge. Since the 1920s plans of affores-
tation has been put forward in order to 
strengthen recreational opportunities in 
the city which many could foresee would 
emerge in the level, treeless agricultural 
plain. The idea of afforestation as a mean 

×  FIGURE 3.2

The green wedge between the Roskilde and Køge Fingers was primarily planned by the four municipalities who shared the 

wedge. The municipalities agreed on a common presentation in the 1980’s, but it was never developed to an integrated plan. 

The municipalities decided individually how their share of the wedge should be developed.

MASTER PLAN FOR THE VALLENSBÆK WEDGE
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the planning process. In 1974 a draft re-
gional plan was put forward. In contrast to 
the 1963 First Stage Plan, the green space 
played a major role. The area demand for 
green space of the city was treated care-
fully. Area reservations were made for 
recreational areas close to the residential 
areas, and at more remote locations for 
the recreational activities during week-
ends and holidays.

The proposal for a regional plan stressed 
the need for new recreational areas close 
to the growing city at the west flank of 
Copenhagen. The plan emphasized that 
more remotely located landscapes could 
not compensate for green space in imme-
diate contact with the residential areas. 
An active landscape planning was conse-
quently needed. It was necessary to  limit 
the urban growth in the green wedges 
designated in the Fingerplan, and the re-
gional plan put a complete halt to the ur-
ban expansion in the green wedges.

With amendments to the regional plan 
in 1982 and 1985 the regional plan was 
expanded with planning themes of rele-
vance for the green space and the gene-
ral countryside. There was an increasing 
acceptance of the coupling of urban de-
velopment with recreational interest and 
nature conservation.

In 1990 the Capital Region Council was 
closed down, but the Council published a 
regional plan in 1989. This plan was in-
fluenced by many years of economic re-
cession. The recession implied that the 
urbanization pressure eased significantly 
and it became accordingly easier to safe-
guard the green wedges. 

The regional plan of 1989 also reflected 
that nature and environment had climbed 
high on the political agenda. The region-
al plan operated with the so-called ex-
tended finger city which allocated urban 
growth as extensions of the fingers. The 
matching green structure consisted of the 
wedges and concentric green corridors 
which should connect the wedges by dis-
secting the urban fingers. The reclaimed 
area Kalvebod Fælled on the isle of Amag-

er was included as a formal green wedge 
after a nature protection order formally 
protected the area.

A major outcome of the 1989 region-
al plan was the permanent delineation 
of the wedges. A general consensus on 
their importance was expressed in the ex-
planatory text. The wedges and the other 
green space areas became subjects of firm 
restrictions which the municipalities had 
to follow. The regional plan emphasized 
the multifunctional character of the wed-
ges – apart from the recreation interests 
also cultural history, landscape qualities 
and nature conservation were mentioned 
as rationales behind the green wedges.

In the next decade the the three county 
councils and the municipalities of Copen-
hagen and Frederiksberg municipalities 
took over the responsibility of regional 
planning. New regional plans were pub-
lished in 1993 and 1997, but without sig-
nificant alterations of the green space 
regulation of the 1989 regional plan. But 
the situation with a split planning com-
petence became increasingly problema tic, 
and in 2000 the Development Council for 
the Capital City was appointed. This Coun-
cil published a new and very comprehen-
sive regional plan in 2005. 

The 2005 plan was formulated after a de-
cade of economic growth, a few years be-

×  FIGURE 4.2

The regional plan of 1989 was formulated after more than a decade of economic 

recession in Copenhagen. The finger-wedge motive was maintained, which also 

contained area reservations for recreation and designations of nature areas and 

significant cultural landscapes. The comprehensive designations of new urban 

areas from 1973 are gone.

REGIONAL PLAN 1989

With the approval of the Planning Act in 
1969 a modernization of the Danish sta-
tutory planning system was initiated. The 
Planning Act was a significant reaction 
to the development in the post war de-
cades. Strong economic development, in-
dustrialization, increasing welfare and the 
strong growth in urban areas and traffic 
implied increasingly chaotic conditions in 
the planning sector. Large areas of Den-
mark were subject to urban sprawl, the 
most valuable farmland was developed in 
a high pace, and it was increasingly diffi-
cult to plan across municipal and regional 
boundaries.

The Planning Act comprised a municipal 
reform and a spatial planning system 
where regional plans and municipal plans 
became the key tools. The Planning Act 
implemented a hierarchical planning sy-
stem where plans at lower levels at any 
time should comply with plans at a high-
er level.

In terms of green space planning – and 
the general countryside – the Planning Act 
comprised significant changes, including 
the zoning principle which divided the en-
tire land area in urban zones, rural zones 
and summer house zones respectively. 
Regulatory restrictions prohibited, e.g., 
construction of buildings not relevant for 
farming in the rural zone, and the restric-
tions did not trigger compensation to land 
owners.

The rules on regional planning implied 
that the regional councils (in the greater 
Copenhagen area the Capital City Coun-
cil (Danish: Hovedstadsrådet)) could set 
frames for the municipal planning. Munici-
palities should comply with the guidelines 

of the regional plans. The counties were 
responsible for the formulation of region-
al plans which in their turn complied with 
government guidelines. The spatial plan-
ning was politically governed by the state, 
county councils and municipal councils. 

The planning was under public surveillance 
through democratic hearing procedures. 

With the many preparations in greater Co-
penhagen in the 1960s it was relatively 
easy for the Capital City Council to initiate 

Regional planning  
– the green structures  

become permanent

×  FIGURE 4.1

The proposal for a regional plan of 1974 was a result of the new Planning Act. 

The plan maintained fingers and wedges, but included a vision of comprehensive 

housing development to the west and south-west of Copenhagen.

REGIONAL PLAN – 1974 MAP
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fore the financial crisis. As in the previous 
plans it operated with a main structure 
of greater Copenhagen, supplemented 
by a green structure, an urban structure 
and a traffic structure. The green struc-
ture consisted of the green wedges of the 
finger city, the open coastal wedges and 
the gene ral countryside. As a new phe-
nomenon green rings should supplement 
the radial wedges with connecting green 
bands which stretched from the Øresund 
coast to the Køge Bugt coast. The need for 
designating additional green space was a 
result of the economic boom and the fol-
lowing urban growth since the mid-1990s. 
For the first time since the 1970s there 
was a significant growth of Copenhagen 
and it was necessary to safeguard new 
green space areas to match the new urban 
areas in the Roskilde and Frederikssund 
Fingers. The idea of the green rings was 
inspired by the existing green ring struc-
tures in the inner city. The green rings 
were considered efficient in connecting 
the wedges, turning the green space into 
a real network.

According to the 2005 regional plan the 
green structure should contribute to the 
ambition of developing “one of the best 
recreational landscapes of the world”. 
The green space qualities should attract 
businesses and a qualified work force. The 
 areas should be permanently safeguard-
ed, and better access to them should be 
ensured.

The 2005 regional plan emphasized the 
vision of Copenhagen regarding a close re-
lationship between green space and the 
built up areas. The major challenge of the 
spatial planning was to keep this relation-
ship in the future along with the increase 
in urban area and population number. The 
plan comprised consequently elongations 
of the wedges and a new, fourth green 
ring around Copenhagen.
 

The plan was to be the last regional plan. 
With the large reform of the Danish mu-
nicipal administration in 2007 the plan-
ning competence of the Capital City was 
moved to the Ministry of Environment, 
which during the last decade has ope-
rated and formulated plans through state 
directives.

×  FIGURE 4.3

The regional plan of the Greater Copenhagen Development Council of 2005 was 

the last regional plan. There is a clear demarcation between urban areas and open 

space, and the wedges are maintained as a main motive.

REGIONAL PLAN 2005
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ties, which were the original attractor on 
the settlement, were gradually eroded. 
The development was poorly planned and 
without prioritization of the most vulner-
able nature and landscape qualities.

The initiative of the Danish Town Planning 
Institute to work for a comprehensive plan 
for greater Copenhagen (see chapter 2) 
was a direct result of this development. 
The first step in the planning process - the 
Green Report of 1936  was targeted the 
protection of the best recreational areas 
north of Copenhagen against urban de-
velopment.

The Green Report was authored by the 
later Chief Engineer of the City of Co-

penhagen Olaf Forchammer. The report 
comprised a very detailed proposal to the 
designation of conservation areas in land-
scapes of high recreational quality, and a 
network of recreational pathways which 
could connect the areas, and ensure access 
to the areas from central Copenhagen.

In order to implement the intentions of 
the Green Report, a “Green Committee” 
under the Prime Minister’s Office was 
appointed in 1938. Meanwhile the Nature 
Conservation Act was modernized, allow-
ing for formulation of nature conservation 
plans, which made it possible to stop ur-
ban development by means of a published 
plan. In 1938 a nature conservation plan 
for the northern flank of Copenhagen was 

approved. The Green Committee worked 
intensively between 1938 and 1947 with 
the practical and legal realization of the 
nature conservation orders and the es-
tablishment of the recreational network. 

Major areas of the conservation plan were 
located in Søllerød municipality, and the 
work of the Green Committee had a 
strong focus here. The Green Committee 
worked closely together with the muni-
cipal council and the land owners in order 
to pass the conservation orders. The work 
with nature conservation was not new to 
the municipality, as conservation orders 
were approved already in the early 1930s, 
safeguarding nature areas and giving ac-
cess to the public. 

Urban planning by  
nature conservation 

The case of Søllerød Municipality

Søllerød municipality is an illustrative 
example of the landscape and nature 
conservation which was unfolded in 
greater Copenhagen in the mid-20th cen-
tury. Søllerød municipality (today part of 
 Rudersdal municipality) is located at the 
northern flank of Copenhagen and is at-

tributed by large landscape qualities – the 
coastline, several lakes, hills and hillocks, 
valleys and extensive forests. These qual-
ities attracted already in the 19th century 
urban development – the upper class built 
summer villas and mansions at the most 
attractive locations in the countryside. 

With the improved traffic connections the 
urbanization pressure increased through 
the first decades of the 20th century. 

The detrimental effects of this develop-
ment were clear among planners of Co-
penhagen. Significant landscape quali-

×  FIGURE 5.1

The areas covered by nature protection orders in the former Søllerød Municipality (now part of Rudersdal 

Municipality). The conservation orders are colored chronologically; the oldest from the 1930s are the darkest. In 

combination with the forests the areas under nature conservation make up half of the entire territory.

MAP OF SØLLERØD MUNICIPALITY
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that the protected areas should serve 
the entire region by providing access by 
the public. Søllerød municipality was also 
a primary focus for the regional recrea-
tional paths established during the Sec-
ond World War.

The nature conservation efforts of the 
1940s and 1950s laid the foundation for 
the urban plan of Søllerød municipality. 
This was not without a long struggle re-
garding the balance between conserva-

tion and urban development. In 1943 the 
chief engineer of the municipality drafted 
a proposal implying a full development of 
the municipality apart from the conserva-
tion areas suggested by the Green Com-
mittee. According to the plan the munic-
ipality should be developed to a degree 
matching the neighboring Gentofte and 
Lyngby-Taarbæk municipalities.

The proposal was met by public protests 
and almost the entire municipal council 

areas. This is the reason behind the loca-
tion of private estates in the middle of 
the protected areas.

The burden of paying compensation was 
shared between the Danish state, Copen-
hagen county council and the municipal-
ities of Frederiksberg and Copenhagen. 
This indicated the acknowledgement that 
nature conservation was not just a local 
matter but also a regional and national 
responsibility. There was an expectation 

×  FIGURE 5.2

Map published by The Committee for Nature Conservation 1967. 

The map covers comprehensive areas north of Copenhagen. The 

colored areas were future nature conservation areas, as this 

was the only legal status at the time which could effectively 

stop urban development. 

NATURE CONSERVATION MAPThe work with nature conservation or-
ders was basically a negotiation with the 
private land owners on the specific con-
ditions for the conservation order, inclu-
ding the scale of economic compensation. 
Alongside this process the committee co-
ordinated the conservation efforts with 
the urban development ambitions of the 
municipality.

The private land owners of Søllerød reac-
ted very differently. The point of depar-
ture for the Green Committee was to 
pass conservation orders without eco-
nomic compensation; as such compen-
sations could easily end as an extremely 
costly affair. Compensation could in prin-
ciple be given for a missed opportunity 
to urban development. Some land owners 

volunteered to let their properties be pro-
tected by conservation orders on certain 
conditions, while others demanded - and 
received – large compensations. In the 
central part of Søllerød Municipality, to-
day known as Søllerød Nature Park, com-
prehensive private areas were preserved 
without compensation, on the condition 
that the land owners could develop other 
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lost their seats at the following election. 
Further, the proposal inspired private land 
owners to accept nature conservation 
orders without compensation. The new-
ly elected council rejected the plan pro-
posal and adopted a planning policy buil-
ding on conservation planning and nature 
conservation orders as the primary tool to 
control the urban development. The mu-
nicipal council realized that the nature 
conservation orders was the only real ef-
fective tool to combat urban sprawl in the 
decades after WWII, until the planning re-
form of the 1970s and the regional plan-
ning which set more efficient frames for 
the development of the city.

In 1959 a revision of the Nature Protection 
Act was passed which gave the nature 
conservation effort more efficient tools. 
The appointment of nature conserva-
tion committees in all counties implies a 
strengthening of the nature conservation 
work. Søllerød municipality was treated 
with their neighboring municipalities in 
a common plan for nature conservation. 
This plan set new frames for the conser-
vation effort after the fulfillment of the 
1938 conservation plan.

The Committee for Nature Conserva-
tion of Frederiksborg County Council and 
Søllerød municipality initiated a close co-
operation in the beginning of the 1960s 
when the interests among the two to a 
strong degree were aligned. The conser-
vation committee agreed with the mu-
nicipal decisions and adopted them in the 
conservation plan. With the final approval 
of the conservation plan in 1967 the basic 
distribution of urban areas and conserva-
tion areas in the municipality was deci-
sively defined.

Søllerød municipality followed actively up 
on the successful conservation efforts of 
the 1940s with the explicit aim of preserv-
ing the character as a green urban area 
with well-defined smaller towns prima-
rily consisting of villas, as urban mosaics 
in a matrix of open countryside and for-
ests. This was quite an effort this close 
to Copenhagen. Very detailed restrictions 
on the lots and municipal rules which set 
upper limits on the urban density and the 
architecture of buildings were formulat-
ed. Especially along the borders to the 
conservation areas, the rules governing 
building design became very strict.

With conservation orders a strong, per-
manent protection could be accomplished, 
which were legal binding for owners in the 
indefinite future, and which included eco-
nomic compensation to the land owners. 
The contemporary urban planning legis-
lation gave an alternative – the designa-
tion of areas as outer zones with a ban on 
development. But the rules of the outer 
zone were not strong enough to hinder 
the establishment of new farms and farm 
houses of detrimental impact on the land-
scape. It is remarkable that the munici-
pality and the conservation committee 
unanimously chose the conservation tool 
as the most efficient planning tool.

The process is an example on the success 
of combining local visions and strategies 
with the regional responsibility which 
the rather small, but attractive munici-
pality in terms of landscape qualities had 
in a greater Copenhagen context. Even 
though the primary effort was to safe-
guard the areas in the first place, it has 
proven necessary to develop the areas and 
to fight for their status. The conservation 
orders have been renewed and modern-
ized. In the daily administration it has 
proven necessary to make intervention 
against private land owner’s treatment 
of vegetation, illegal constructions – but 
also adaptation of the green areas to new 
agendas such as climate mitigation and 
biodiversity.
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The West Forest – a green  
welfare state project06
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the whole territory was suitable for urban 
development. This challenge should prove 
hard to handle, and the decision process 
which eventually led to the decision of es-
tablishment of the West Forest is a fine 
example on this.

The idea of planting forests in the western 
edge of Copenhagen was not new. Since 
the 1920s plans of compensation for the 
treeless status of the western areas have 
been suggested. The Green Report of 1936 
suggested afforestation, and during the 
Second World War a proposal on the es-
tablishment of 1000 ha forest was close 
to be implemented. The only major re-
sult however was the establishment of 
the rather small Brøndby Forest in the 
beginning of the 1950s.

The Fingerplan (see chapter 3) suggested 
that the green wedge between the Fred-
erikssund Finger and the Roskilde Finger 
should be protected from urban develop-
ment by means of afforestation and other 
recreational functions. As there were no 
legal consequences of the Fingerplan, it 
was up to the planners of the Ministry of 
Housing and the individual municipalities 
to safeguard the green wedge. The ma-
jor tool in the urban planning in the 1950s 
and the 1960s was the so-called partial 
urban plans. 

The pressure for provision of new areas 
for urban development grew tremendous-
ly, and was solved by taking point of de-
parture in the Fingerplan’s idea about con-
centration of urban development in the 
fingers. The fingers however grew thicker 

and thicker and threatened to close the 
green wedges. On the other side, urban 
development was not allowed in the mid-
dle of the green wedges, which at least 
saved coherent open areas.

In the first half of the 1960s the develop-
ment in the wedge became critical. The 
planning prerequisite for a coherent green 
wedge was strengthened with the Par-
tial Urban Development Plan number 6 
from 1963 and the First Stage Plan, which 
stated that the urban development in 
the municipalities Glostrup, Herstederne 
and Ballerup had reached its outer lim-
its in the wedge areas. The large indus-
trial area Herstedøster Industrial Center 
however reached far into the wedge. And 
though the statutory plans made way for 
afforestation, these small municipalities 

The West Forest – a green  
welfare state project

In the aftermath of the Second World 
War, there was a general consensus 
among planners of greater Copenhagen, 
that the majority of future urban growth 
had to be directed towards the west and 
southwest. Not least in order to relieve 
the northern flank with its recreation and 
natural qualities for further urbanization 
pressure.

The Fingerplan of 1947 was the main expo-
nent for this trend, which since the 1950s 
has been a main motive in the planning 
of greater Copenhagen. In the formal sta-
tutory planning and in the running debate 
there was general consensus that if the 
development was directed towards the 
west, it was necessary to establish recre-
ational opportunities which could match 

the qualities of the northern areas. From 
a nature conservation viewpoint, the pre-
requisites were discouraging. Apart from 
the shallow valley Store Vejle Ådal and the 
coastline, the western fringe of Copenha-
gen had few apparent landscape qualities. 
The recreational attractions had to be cre-
ated from scratch. Large project demand-
ed large area reservation in an area where 

×  FIGURE 6.1

The urban plans guided the urban growth of Copenhagen in the 1950’s and the 1960’s. The dark red areas were 

developed in the 1950’s, and the orange areas in the 1960’s. The result was a narrowing of the green wedges.

URBAN PLANS FOR THE WESTERN FRINGE OF COPENHAGEN 1950-1970
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the takeover of farms in the future forest 
area. With the formal decisions the land 
acquisitions could commence, and March 
31st 1967 the first trees were planted 
north of Herstedøster Village.

The financial model for the West Forest 
reflected the national and regional impor-
tance of this forest. The Danish state paid 
half of the total sum, whereas the rest 
was distributed among the Copenhagen 
County Council, Copenhagen and Fred-
eriksberg municipalities and the local mu-
nicipalities in which the forest was to be 
planted. The substantial contribution of 
17,5 % of the total amount which Copen-
hagen municipality paid, expressed both 
the political interest of this municipality 
and the relative power in terms of popu-
lation and economic strength at this time.

It was the first time in Danish history 
that the state had this kind of huge task 

of afforestation on farm land with clear 
recreational aims. Inspiration was sought 
in old forest areas of huge landscape and 
recreational value – a mixture of grass-
land and forest land was the vision, and 
the plantings were done with a relatively 
wide spacing of the trees. Further, Scot-
tish highland cattle were imported to es-
tablish and iconic animal of the forest. 
 Artificial hills were established in order 
to compensate for the level terrain. 

Obviously such a large project at the very 
fringe of the metropolis invited critical 
voices- not least in the decade of extreme 
political consciousness from 1967 to 1977 
where all conventional wisdom was chal-
lenged. Part of this critique was definite-
ly well motivated. Not least the internal 
infrastructure in the forests has always 
been a problem – both because large mo-
torways dissect the forest, and because 
the access is problematic, in particular if 

public transport is used. The critical voic-
es also addressed the schism between a 
traditional mindset of the State Forest 
Service, which by and large was respon-
sible for the afforestation, and landscape 
architects and designers whose mindset 
worked with alternatives to the design of 
the forest. 

In the first decade 1000 ha of the 1500 
ha was acquired, and the masterplan of 
the State Forest District could be realized. 
Today, literally the whole planned area is 
incorporated in the forest, and the West 
Forest is the most striking example of an 
ad hoc solution on the provision of green 
space in Copenhagen, at a time where the 
legislation was far behind the plans and 
visions, and where comprehensive plan-
ning had difficulties. The result was partly 
based on coincidences and to a certain de-
gree on a planning system whose individ-
ual planners had the Fingerplan visions as 

could not practically or economically solve 
a comprehensive afforestation task. De-
spite this the municipality of Herstederne 
(later Albertslund municipality) decided to 
begin the afforestation process in small 
areas owned by the municipality. The 
conservation authorities had to refrain 
from suggesting conservation orders, as 
the landscapes did not have the required 
qualities to justify a conservation order.

In order to set the West Forest on the 
agenda, a fast working planning commit-
tee was appointed with representatives 
from the Ministry of Housing, The Minis-
try of Cultural Affairs and the State Forest 
Agency. In 1964 this committee drafted 
a sketch to a West Forest, which based 
on landscape analysis and analysis of the 
future recreational needs, gave a rather 
detailed, concrete suggestion to the de-

sign of a forest of 1500 ha. The sketch 
had several immediate results. Firstly it 
suggested the final outer limit of the city, 
and secondly it provided politicians and 
planners with something more tangible in 
the further process.

There was a general consensus that the 
main challenge of establishing the forest 
was financial – who should pay for the 
acquisition of 1500 ha of the best agri-
cultural land to afforestation? The Her-
stedøster Industrial Center and Hersted-
ernes municipality both contributed to 
the solution: The Industrial Center by do-
nating 40 ha land to the forest, and the 
municipality by planting forest on their 
own land. The donated land was handed 
over to Copenhagen State Forest District 
– a decision which became decisive for the 
future management. 

The increasingly concrete plans for the 
new forest paved the way for a political 
decision. A financial proposal was pre-
pared to be passed in the negotiations of 
the state budget in March 1967. Prior to 
this, the major Danish newspaper Politi-
ken initiated a campaign for the West For-
est, including a crowd funding campaign in 
which the public could donate money for 
trees. The campaign enhanced the pres-
sure on the politicians, who passed the bill 
March 30 1967 on the establishment and 
financing of 1500 ha new forest.

With the financing in place, and the pre-
requisites in statutory planning, the con-
crete acquisition of farm properties and 
the planting of trees could be initiated. 
In the year prior to the formal decision, 
the Ministry of Agriculture had approved 
that the State Forest District prepared 

×  FIGURE 6.2

A new recreational forest to the west of Copenhagen was proposed already in the 1920’s, but not until 1964 a formal sketch was put 

forward by a committee under the Ministry for Cultural Affairs. The new forest was approved by the Danish Parliament three years later.

THE FIRST SKETCH TO A WEST FOREST
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a guiding principle. In strong competition 
with urban development interests, poli-
ticians, managers and medias succeeded 
in using a short window of opportunity.

As such the West Forest stands as a mon-
ument to the significant expansion of the 
welfare state on the western fringe of Co-
penhagen.

×  FIGURE 6.3

×  FIGURE 6.4

In the regional plan for Greater Copenhagen approved in the late 1970’s, the green 

wedges of the western flank of Copenhagen it was for the first time formally safe-

guarded. Hence the vision of the 1947 Fingerplan was fulfilled.

The land acquisitions and the subsequent afforestation has been an ongoing affair 

since 1967. The last lots have not been bought yet. The map shows the gradual 

expansion of the forest according to the year of land acquisitions.

THE GREEN WEDGES ARE FIXED IN THE REGIONAL PLAN

GOVERNMENT LAND ACQUISITIONS IN THE WEST FOREST
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The green space planning of Metropolitan Copenhagen 
has won international merit through the Fingerplan.
The green space is a very strong asset for the Capital 
Region of Denmark. The green areas are in many ways 
taken for granted for the public, the administration 
and the politicians. In this booklet the long history 
behind the safeguarding of the green space is sum-
marized. In particular the continuity in spatial planning 
has been decisive for the relative success. Several ge-
nerations of planners and politicians have agreed that 
the supply of high quality green areas to the public has 
been important. But they have implemented this by 
very different planning and management solutions. 
The role of the Danish State has been decisive, sup-
ported by several private initiatives. A general respect 
for statutory planning and good governance has also 
played a key role. Access to green space is important 
for the health and welfare of the urbanites. Further 
the green space plays critical roles in climate change 
mitigation, in the safeguarding of biodiversity and in 
the conservation of landscape values.

A century of planning of green space  
in metropolitan Copenhagen  

Metropolitan Copenhagen is characterized by  
a comprehensive network of green space areas.  
How were these areas planned and safeguarded  

through the 20th century?


