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Preface 

“It was lovely summer weather in the country”. So began the Danish author Hans Christian Ander-

sen his fairy tale "The Ugly Duckling". But the reality of life in the countryside of Denmark in the 

sparsely populated areas, and in the villages – are described by the village researcher Jørgen 

Møller – as being: 

"education, cultural offerings, prices, public service, health - in many parameters are ... far behind."  

 

Jørgen Møller sees this development as a clear step away from the idea, that everyone should have 

equal opportunities:  

"We have had an idea that one should be able to live a good life everywhere in Denmark, but it 

seems to have been somewhat difficult”. 

 

Jesper Samson from the Danish newspaper “Information” wrote in an article that: 

"A common feature of peripheral areas is that they are mostly located relatively far from the major 

urban centers in Copenhagen and Jutland. This means that “peripheral Denmark” from many views 

is going in a gentle curve through the Northern, Western and Southern Jutland over the islands in 

the South, Lolland-Falster and Bornholm. Often there are also included some municipalities in Fu-

nen and Zealand”.  

It is a gentle curve also known as “the rotten banana”, which together with other negative words 

stigmatizes the areas that are less populated. And when the media today talks about life far from the 

big cities, it's mostly about decay, unemployment, the closure of schools and shops as well as a lack 

of transport opportunities. 

There have been many initiatives to try to change this. Among other things The Danish Government 

has moved 3,900 state jobs out to the provinces in the hope that it can help so people don’t leave 

the villages. 

But whether these actions will help, remains to be seen. Professor Flemming Just, Director of the 

Centre for Rural Research at the University of Southern Denmark says, that: 

"There are clear doubts about which buttons must be pressed. Various solutions are proposed with-

out any proof of what works. It is also my impression of the political debate at the moment that politi-

cians are facing the same problem." 

Locally, some villages - often led by local enthusiasts – have tried to choose another way, by work-

ing together in self-managed communities with art and culture as the focal point.  
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1. Survey of the situation in Denmark 

 

Types of areas 

• Urban areas in or close to the main cities 

• Urban areas further away from the main cities 

• Rural, close to the main cities 

• Rural further away from the main cities 

• Islets 

 



 

 

 

 

SPARK 
Curricula and training for culture volunteers  
in sparsely populated areas  

 

 

 

 

Musisk Oplysnings Forbund – DK, Bakkevej 10, DK - 2830 Virum  

Tlf.: +45 29 64 70 40 

 www.mof-dk.dk, https://www.facebook.com/mofdk 

 

5 

Reprioritisation of Urban Renewal Framework  

Rural and remote areas in Denmark are nowadays facing several major challenges. The most sig-

nificant challenge is that several of them lose citizens, while the large cities grow. Another major 

challenge is the current economic situation. The Government has therefore - supported by all par-

ties in Parliament - completed a reprioritisation of urban renewal framework and implemented a 

number of initiatives for the benefit of rural and remote areas, so that more resources are targeted 

small towns. These include allocates to the demolition and renovation of poor housing in the coun-

tryside and it gives municipalities new, simpler and improved opportunities for stimulating settle-

ment and realization of industrial initiatives in disadvantaged parts of rural areas, including by al-

lowing the establishment of business and second homes in all redundant buildings in these areas, 

contribute to the improvement of public transport in remote areas and to provide a well-developed 

mobile and Wi-Fi infrastructure across the country. 

 

There are two types of rural areas in Denmark 

• Rural, close to the largest cities: These are areas where more than half of residents living 

outside cities with over 3,000 inhabitants and within half an hour drive from one of the larg-

est urban areas in the country. 

• Rural further away from the main cities, i.e. areas where more than half the population liv-

ing outside cities with over 3,000 inhabitants and more than half an hour from one of the 

largest urban areas in the country. 

Indexed population growth (2007 = 100) 
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Demographics 

In the period of 2007-2013 the Danish population increased by 2.9 %. Demographics, however, 

has been negative in rural areas further away from the major cities (-3.0 pct.), Where in the period 

were 24,000 fewer people, and slightly negative (-0.2 %) in urban areas further away from the 

largest cities. Conversely, it is striking that in the same period we have seen a considerable popu-

lation growth of 2.1 % in rural areas close to major cities, equivalent to almost 15,000 more citi-

zens. In urban areas in or close to major cities, population growth has been even greater (5.3 %.). 

Equivalent to just over 165,000 more people. 

 

Population, 1 January 2013 and development from 2007 to 2013 by region types 

 

Art Number Pct. Changes 

Urban areas in or close to major cities 3,313,491 
 

59,1 5,3 

Urban areas further away from the main cities 759,210 
 

13,6 -0,2 

Rural areas close to major cities 711,101 
 

12,7 2,1 

Rural areas further away from the main cities 801,352 
 

14,3 -3,0 

Islets 4,329 
 

0,1 9,5 

The whole country 5,602,628 
 

100 2,9 
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An	example 

 

Guldborgsund Municipality the status is as follows:  

 

1. Moving 

More people move from than to Guldborgsund Municipality throughout the period of 2008-2012. 

The municipality experiences that every year more people are moving from than moving to the 

municipality. 

 

2. Young people 
It is especially the young, moving from Lolland-Falster to the major cities due to education and em-

ployment. 

In Guldborgsund Municipality the largest net emigration in the age between 20 and 24 years is 

seen. Net emigration from the other age groups is, however modest. In 2011 and 2012 38 % of 

young people moving from the municipality in training or employees aged 15-29 years (3,598 out of 

a total of 9,447 relocations). 

 

3. Young women moving 

In line with trends at the national level more young women than men are moving to the cities to get 

an education. In relation to gender, it is worth noting, however, that more men than women in the 

municipality are moving to and from. Men additions and tenants moving neutralises each other so 

that the level of net emigration of women and men over time is approximately at the same level. 

 

4. Newcomers Group 

Pensioners, early retirement and social assistance recipients make up a large newcomer group. 

Thus, there are a higher proportion of newcomers than of relocations, with these groups. At the 

same time there are relatively more relocations than newcomers in the group of pupils in education 

and employees in the municipality. 

Both newcomers and relocations to Lolland-Falster have lower education and income levels than 

the national average. 

42 % of newcomers have primary school as highest educational levels, while the average applies 

to approximately one third of the population nationwide. Similar trend applies to the relocations. At 

the same time there are in case of Guldborgsund Municipality more relocations than newcomers 
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who have taken the upper secondary and vocational upper secondary education before they move. 

These witnesses all in all that many vacating the area to educate themselves and find employment, 

but less return to the area after the short, medium or higher education. It is noted, however, that 

more in a professional training are moving to the municipality than moving away. 

In the years 2008-2012 there are more 50-64 year olds, moving to than from Guldborgsund Munic-

ipality. This group is the only one that has a positive net immigration throughout the period.  

 

Art and culture as development potential 

The Municipality of Guldborgsund already has found that better cultural and leisure activities, ac-

cording to many in the group of relocations over 50 years could have helped t maintain in the mu-

nicipality. 

In a research by Oxford Research it is demonstrated that when seniors reach a certain age and 

become less mobile, the beautiful scenery and the quiet surroundings are not enough in everyday 

life. For this group there is a demand for cultural and recreational activities. 

Other analyses, including an analysis by Center for Culture and Experience Economy in Denmark 

and Wonderful Co-gen show that it is central to people that "something is happening", where they 

live, so that the city they live in, is not just an empty frame. Events and cultural activities help both 

to strengthen the feeling of belonging to a city or a local area and to create commitment and identi-

ty in order to want to spend time in the city and the area you live in. When you have been involved 

in a cultural event, the city or area there is a positive value added, and it may ultimately contribute 

to resourceful citizens and businesses remaining in the place. 
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Examples	of	best	practice	

No more talk (Guldborgsund Municipality) 

In Northeastern Falster, an area of 125 km south of Copenhagen, there is a small town, Hor-

belev, which only has 587 inhabitants. The nearest big city is Nykøbing with 16,500 residents 

which is 16 km from Horbelev. Horbelev was previously similar to other villages in the area 

marked by emigration and decline. But the town has reversed this situation. Previously there 

were 33 unsold houses in the city. Today there are only 10, and the population has increased by 

37 inhabitants since 2009. 

 

Refuse to surrender  

It is now known beyond the municipality's borders of Guldborgsund, that the citizens of Horbelev 

on the northeast Falster have refused to surrender to the negative developments that have oth-

erwise offered many dramatic stories the death of villages and their inhabitants escaping from 

peripheral Denmark. The 587 residents of the city have for many years acted as enthusiasts who 

struggle to hold on to a lively and varied community life with the energy to create positive experi-

ences and a coherent community. An example is the transformation of the city's former elemen-

tary school into a new rallying point for the entire city. 

  

The Association of the Future of Northeast Falster  

Horbelev School was closed 10 years ago and had been until 2009, run as an independent 

school. But as the independent school also closed, a group took the initiative to hold public meet-

ing, where they wanted to take action. About 250 interested people attended. Subsequently there 

have been workshops held, which had let to the setting up to 10 different interest groups covering 

the themes of: the elderly, Tourism & Business, Sport, Nature & Outdoors, Arts, Culture, Hesnæs 

Port & Beach, Children & Youth, Village Centre and Urban Renewal. There were a myriad of ide-

as in each group and coordinators for all groups were subsequently appointed. Also “The Associ-

ation of the Future of Northeast Falster” and “Northeast Falster Investment Fund” was formed. 

Through the Investment Fund the school building was purchased and “The Association of the 

Future of Northeast Falster” established in 2011 in the village center in the former school. In the 

village center is room for the association of theatres, the associations of art clubs, exercise asso-

ciation, kids club, thrift store, pizzeria and much more. 
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An ambitious conversion of a closed school  

The facilities in the old school were far from perfect for the variety of activities and users. Therefore 

“The Association of the Future of Northeast Falster” tried to search for funding for the village centre 

in order to realise a development project based on the conversion of the closed school for new 

purposes. Unfortunately the project could not on the selected criteria compete with the other three 

buildings that were selected to proceed in the planned development, but the center received some 

funding despite this as residents themselves took the initiative and developed a number of activi-

ties with a fine blend of art, culture and other activities in the old school. It was even possible to 

integrate various other local companies into the project, and it is a fine example of an ambitious 

conversion of a closed school.  

  

So no more talk  

Torben Stjernholm, who chairs “The Association of the Future of Northeast Falster” says:  

"We look forward to moving forward with the development of the village center. We have many 

local users at the center today and expect to create a true culture farm that will mean that far more 

from Northeast Falster and the surrounding cities will find their way to Horbelev. The expansion of 

the village center allows us to create more events and exhibitions, than we have been able to ac-

commodate. We already see now that there are several newcomers who are attracted to our pro-

ject and we are aiming to stop the exodus of Northeast Falster.  

We want to develop our beautiful area and the social community to the benefit of all residents in 

Northeast Falster. We will bring together the residents about various activities and make it a very 

attractive place to stay. We want to get as much interest in the area, that businesses, new resi-
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dents and tourists find their way here. Northeast Falster must be a role model for rural develop-

ment in Denmark. So no more talk of peripheral Denmark, village death and the rotten banana in 

our part of the country!” 

 

 

The purpose of Northeast Falster Futures Association is 

• To safeguard the common interests of Northeast Falster internally and 

externally, including social and cultural activities 

• To place great emphasis on children and youth work outside the sports 

club, including creating and supporting activities for children and youth 

• Creating and supporting a vibrant community  

• To attract active and engaged residents to our area 

• Attracting businesses to the area 

• To convene the members to discuss the activities and developments in 

the area at least twice a year 

• To create service 

• To participate in municipal working groups or ad hoc committees 
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The Old Library in Ejby (Køge Municipality)  
It has – due to Danish legislation for many years been possible for the residents of Ejby a 

small village with 3,200 inhabitants 9 km outside the town of Køge - a city of 37,000 inhabit-

ants. Køge is situated 45 km from Copenhagen - to start an association of volunteers who 

are in charge of activities with professional artists e.g. concerts, theater, exhibitions etc. and 

more associations have been set up with a democratically elected boards, and with local 

support and designated rooms for their activities. But in March 2013, there was a significant 

improvement for residents in Ejby - as the president of the local cultural council succeeded in 

acquiring the disused library and created a community center in cooperation with residents of 

the city. It became a cultural meeting and gathering place that would have cultural and edu-

cative activities in order to strengthen the community in the small town and in order to en-

courage residents to remain in the city and perhaps even attract new residents. 

 

The municipality was interested in the idea and agreed to cover the cost of improvements to 

the building and maintenance of the alarm system. In addition, the municipality would be re-

sponsible for all exterior maintenance. 

The library agreed to let most of the furniture and books remain in order for the 

community to continue to be able to borrow books. The collection of books was also 

supplemented with books from another disused library nearby. 

 

A trusting community 

All citizens of Ejby are welcome in the house. You pay a membership (which is 

cheap) and receive a key to the house. This means that you can use the house dur-

ing business hours, but also during the evening where the last person to leave the 

house is responsible for locking up. By thus giving all the responsibility for the house 

to the residents themselves they also feel valued as members of a trusted communi-

ty. 
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As a member you can engage in various activities that are mostly initiated and con-

trolled by the members themselves, and they consist for the most part of artistic and 

cultural activities such as the following: 

• Changing art exhibitions, theatre performances, concerts and lectures on a variety of 

topics throughout the year. Theatre performances and concerts are often for the 

whole family so that the children get used to visiting the house. 

• Courses in genealogy and IT. 

• Summer workshops in theatre and music for children. 

• Throughout the year, as a member, you can borrow all the books you want. There is 

no control of the loans. It is up to the members themselves to arrange for the return. 

This part of the function is based on mutual trust that makes everybody feel it's their 

house. It may also be this level of confidence that means that many members leave 

their own books on the library shelves, so others can benefit from them. 

• In addition to the activities mentioned there are meeting rooms, reading rooms and a 

kitchenette available to members and all associations in the city can book meeting 

rooms for free. 

 

 
 

Most importantly, however, is that the existence of the house means that arts and cultural ac-

tivities in the city have grown and that the community has strengthened the resident’s identity 

as citizens of Ejby. 
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Conclusion 

The launch of the arts and the cultural activities here described consisted of forming a demo-

cratically structured associations. There is more than a 150-year-old tradition of forming as-

sociations in Denmark. It is said that every Dane is a member of at least 3 associations, and 

it is probably not entirely wrong. The association structure is very well respected in Denmark 

- and in general across all five of the Nordic countries. The associations are what we call 

"small democracies". There are places where people, using the rules of democracy, can 

change anything and this is where the main democratic learning takes place and where you 

learn to take control over your own situation in everyday life. 

Increasing engagement and influence is equal to a reduced feeling of powerlessness. This 

also applies to the activities referred to in the above examples. When you can act on a prob-

lem, you remove the feeling of impotence. You become one of the owners of the project that 

is built up jointly and in a democratic spirit. Therefore, it is perhaps precisely activities like art 

and culture in associations where everyone is involved and where people can create a posi-

tive and coherent community that is needed to solve the depopulation problems in Denmark. 

Both of these examples show that something is done to keep life in sparsely populated are-

as. As an organization, we can facilitate the process for other cultural associations that want 

to make an effort. We can from the known examples find out what has to be the strength of 

the process and what the volunteers lack of skills to succeed with a project like the ones 

mentioned. 

Core competences needed 
MOF-DK has done interviews with the volunteers in the two projects to learn the skills they 

think you shall have to have for the project to succeed.  

The answers were: 

Knowledge about why activities within art and culture are important for sparsely populated areas 

The ability to articulate this knowledge to politicians, foundations and citizens 

The ability to manage a project 

Knowledge about how to apply for funding 

Knowledge of the importance of civil society and its role in relation to the municipality 

Knowledge of working with social media and internet communication 

Knowledge of accounting 

Knowledge of tourism 

Knowledge of trade 
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Links 

 

Nordøstfalsters Fremtidsforening: http://www.nøf.dk/ 

 

Ejby Medborgerhus: http://www.ejby-medborgerhus.dk/ 

 

Center for Culture and Experience Economy in Denmark: 

http://eusupport.dk/en/list-of-advisors/center-for-cultural-and-experience-economy 

 

 


