Danish centre-left’s remarkable comeback... by cracking down on migrants
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Peter Conradi Europe Editor
in Copenhagen

Late last year, Denmark’s
immigration minister
received a call from the
mayor of a town on the
poorer western outskirts of
Copenhagen. An unusually
large number of Nepalese
people had suddenly turned
up looking for work and the
mayor was wondering why.

The minister, Kaare
Dybvad Bek, was similarly
curious. A quick check
revealed a sharp jump in
Nepalese people signing up to
study in Denmark, which
would automatically give
them and their partners the
right to work in a country
where wages are among the
highest in Europe.

The minister’s brother,
Rune, who runs a restaurant
in central Copenhagen,
reported receiving visits from
“brokers” offering Nepalese
staff ready to work on the
cheap — outside the strict
union agreements governing

Danish pay and conditions.

Dybvad Bek responded by
introducing a directive that
prevents students from
outside the European Union
on “unaccredited” study
programmes taking jobs. It
became law this month.

“If we get too many people
working for very low wages
then we destroy the labour
market for unskilled Danes,
who wouldn’t be able to make
anormal living,” he said.
“And that’s what we really are
concerned about.”

Few countries in Europe
are quite as tough on
immigration as Denmark. Yet
the government in which
Dybvad Bek has served since
2019 is headed not by a
rightwinger but by Mette
Frederiksen, 47, a Social
Democrat.

The leader — said to have
partially inspired the fictional
Birgitte Nyborg in the hit
political drama Borgen — has
set out to convince Danes that
there is no contradiction in
moving leftwards on social

policy while turning the
country into a fortress.
“Being a traditional Social
Democratic thinker means
you cannot allow everyone
who wants to join your
society to come,” she said in a
recent interview.

Frederiksen’s policies have
succeeded in keeping
immigration numbers down,
her party’s poll numbers up
and the far right away from
power at a time when other
centre-left parties in Europe
are struggling. Could the
country that gave us
Lego, hygge and the weight-
loss drug Ozempic be arole
model for Sir Keir Starmer as
he struggles to ward off Nigel
Farage and Reform?

Dybvad Bek, 40, who has
enjoyed camper van holidays
in Dorset, Derbyshire and
Yorkshire, explained his
thinking in British terms.

“Seen from Kensington or
Chelsea, migration is
positive,” he said. “You have
cheap labour for cleaning, for
driving you around the town,
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Mette Frederiksen, the Social Democrat PM, has brought
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in policies to break up “ghettos” and pay migrants to leave

everything. Seen from Stoke
or Chesterfield, it’s
something you have to cope
with ... all the small conflicts
that you have in everyday life
when you live with people
with different cultures.”

To reduce Denmark’s
attractiveness as a destination
for migrants and asylum
seekers, Frederiksen’s

government has retained —
and in some cases toughened
— measures introduced by its
right-of-centre predecessor,
in power from 2015-19.

The rarely used “jewellery
law”allows police to
confiscate cash and valuables
worth more than 10,000
kroner (£1,130) from arriving
migrants and asylum seekers.

Equally controversial is a
policy of breaking up
“ghettos” with a majority of
residents from “non-western
backgrounds”.

Frederiksen’s government
is also determined that those
refused permission to stay
really do depart — in some
cases, by offering them as
much as £50,000 to do so.

The liberal stance on
immigration began to change
in the early 2000s under
Anders Fogh Rasmussen, the
right-of-centre prime
minister. Many on the left
were appalled, but some
members of the Social
Democrats, who came to
power in 2011, began to listen
to local mayors who had long
warned of the impact of mass
immigration on communities.

That was not enough to
save the party from losing
power in 2015 at the height of
the migrant crisis, when the
far-right Danish People’s
Party won a record 21 per
cent of the vote. Frederiksen,
as the new party leader, knew

arethink was required. With
Martin Engell-Rossen, a key
adviser, she drew up a
strategy: “the Two Truths”.

“As Social Democrats, we
did not question that people
fleeing need help, shelter and
to be protected. They are not
fleeing for fun,” Engell-
Rossen said. Then came the
second truth. “Migration
numbers were simply so big
that they could not be dealt
with in a way that is
sustainable for the welfare
states of Denmark and other
European countries.”

The Social Democrats were
returned to power in 2019
and share a “grand coalition”
with the centre-right. Under
Frederiksen, the party has
positioned itself as the
natural choice for “ordinary
people who play by the
rules”. That has meant
concentrating on health,
policing and education, and
not forgetting those outside
big cities, Engell-Rossen said.
Even as the retirement age
rose — now set to reach 70 —

there was a recognition that
those in tough blue-collar
jobs could retire earlier than
office workers.

Frederiksen’s policies
appear to have succeeded in
shoring up her party’s
traditional working-class
vote, while immigration as an
issue has slid down the list of
voters’ concerns. Latest polls
put support for the Danish
People’s Party at only 5 per
cent, while the Social
Democrats are on 23 per cent.

Yet some liberal-minded
Danish voters remain torn.
Dybvad Bek’s sister-in-law,
Sinem Dybvad Demir, was
born in Denmark to Turkish
immigrant parents. Her
mother, a gardener, came to
Denmark in the 1970s.

“She loves Denmark, but
she also thinks that she
worked really hard and took
some of the jobs that other
people didn’t want,” she says.
“So it hurts when some Social
Democrats talk about
Muslims as a group and say
they can’t integrate.”



