What Starmer
can learn from
Denmark’s

migrant policy

The country’s Social
Democrats have
neutered the Right
with their stance on
asylum seekers,
writes Eir Nolsoe

SIR KEIR STARMER'’S claim that the
UK risked becoming an “island of
strangers” unless it introduced stricter
immigration controls provoked
outrage on the Left, amid claims that
the Prime Minister was echoing the
words of Enoch Powell.

Olivia Blake, the Labour MP for
Sheffield Hallam, suggested the phrase
could “risk legitimising the same
far-Right violence we saw in last year’s
summer riots”.

Zarah Sultana, a former Labour MP
‘who sits as an independent, said it was
“sickening” that Sir Keir was “imitating
Enoch Powell’s ‘Rivers of Blood”
speech”, adding: “It adds to anti-
migrant rhetoric that puts lives at risk.
Shame on you, Keir Starmer.”

Yet rather than empowering the far
Right, Sir Keir may be neutering it.

Kaare Dybvad Bek, the Danish
immigration minister, says: “There is
no doubt in my mind that traditional
political parties taking immigration
seriously is the reason why we don’t
have large far-Right parties in
Denmark.”

Dybvad Bek is a member of Mette
Frederiksen’s Social Democrat
government in Denmark, a Left-
leaning administration that has
expanded access to abortion, promotes
green energy and is a firm supporter of
the country’s generous welfare state.

Yet there is one area in which it
stands apart from other European
parties on the Left: immigration. The
Social Democrats have a “zero refugee”
policy under which ministers actively
look for ways to discourage people
from coming to Denmark.

For along time, Denmark’s
immigration policies were regarded by
neighbours with unease or even
outright disgust. Now, many are
looking to them for inspiration.

The Nordic country known for
“hygge” is also pushing for a tougher
stance across the EU to make the bloc
asa whole less attractive for those
seeking refuge. Ministers want an
EU-wide approach to outsourcing
asylum processing.

One of the most outlandish
initiatives pursued to make Denmark

unappealing was to make it legal to
confiscate valuables from refugees to
make them pay their way.

Under what has become known as
the “jewellery law”, the Danish state
can strip asylum seekers of valuables
worth more than 10,000 kr (£1,129),
including wedding rings. The
Government had used these powers 17
times by mid-2022.

“The jewellery law is an apt example
of something that has very limited
practical value, but it had a lot of
symbolic value when it was proposed,”
says Ditte Brasso Serensen from the
Danish think tank Europa.

Another policy that many see as
emblematic of the Danes’ controversial
approach to immigration and
integration is the “ghetto law”, since
re-christened as the “parallel societies”
policy by the government. It gives the
government powers to forcibly move
people in areas where at least 50pc of
the residents are of non-Western
origin if, for example, crime and
unemployment rates are high.

To do so, the government can tear
down or sell off social housing and
replace it with private properties,
student flats or businesses. Entire
apartment blocks in Copenhagen and
the second-largest city, Aarhus, have
been marked for demolition. The EU’s
top court ruled the law was
discriminatory in February.

‘While judges disapprove, voters
back the policies. The Social
Democrats have won the last two
elections in Denmark, in 2022 and
2019. The latest polling shows they are
still by far the most popular party,
commanding 22.9pc of the vote -
nearly 10 percentage points ahead of
the second biggest rival.

“The Danish Social Democrats are
quite pro-industry, and they’re quite
harsh on migration. That combination
has put them in a very different place
than other social democratic parties in
Europe,” says Serensen.

They are certainly in an enviable
position compared to Labour, which
has sunk to 22pc in the polls, far
behind Nigel Farage’s Reform on 29pc.

It is Denmark’s approach to people
who seek asylum, rather than those
pursuing legal immigration, that sets it
apart from other countries, says
migration expert Jean-Christophe
Dumont at the OECD. And its tough
laws appear to work.

“Denmark receives fewer asylum
seekers than comparable countries. In
2023, they received only 400 asylum
seekers per million inhabitants
compared with about 10 times that
number for Germany,” Dumont says.

Dybvad Bek says: “What we have
done differently to many other
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