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Summary  

This thesis is about the making of a power plant. It sheds light on how neoliberal 
ideas shape large public investments in sustainable energy infrastructure. It tells 
the story of how the City of Copenhagen decided to build what was claimed to be 
the greenest waste-fired power plant in the world: Copenhill. The plant was to 
have a ski slope at the rooftop and a chimney puffing smoke-rings. However, 
conflicting urban visions and rationalities led to a year-long crisis in the project’s 
planning phase. In the end, Copenhill was built over capacity, which today makes 
it difficult to match budget and costs. I combined information from internal 
municipal documents, interviews with decision makers and informal corridor talk 
to identify the driving forces behind the outcome of the crisis, and the 
contradictions and complexities of the case. I found that the crisis had roots in the 
way the public energy company ARC began to act like a private firm, with an 
entrepreneurial vision. ARC adopted an expansionist growth plan to build a large 
power plant with iconic architecture. The Copenhill project attracted local 
politicians wishing to brand Copenhagen as a green world city. However, the 
city’s Technical and Environmental Administration (TEA) was guided by a 
managerial vision with a strong sustainability focus. TEA’s analysis showed that 
there would not be enough garbage in the city to power the over-sized plant. 
Consequences for economy and environment were seen as potentially disastrous. 
Supported by city council and government, TEA tried to stop Copenhill. The clash 
between the two different urban visions led to the formation of two opposing 
coalitions with each their own rationality. The contradictions between growth 
rationality and green rationality caused the Copenhill Crisis. The direct 
intervention of the power élite in support of a growth solution short-circuited the 
norms of transparent public decision-making. Bowing to political pressure, TEA 
produced new documents saying that Copenhill would be great for economy and 
climate. Dark planning practices led to an outcome that was falsely presented as a 
compromise between green and growth strategies. It was in fact a growth solution, 
wrapped in green arguments that were not rational. The case study supports a key 
proposition in theory on the dark side of planning: that rationality is context-
dependent and that the context of rationality is power. The case study adds 
insights to theory by showing the ways neoliberal thought merges with existing 
socio-economic conditions in space and time, specifically within a Nordic 
welfare-state context. It shows how public energy companies can face challenges, 
not only from neoliberal-driven privatization attempts, but also from their own 
neoliberal mentality. The case study reaffirms the strength of a Flyvbjergian 
approach to understand the effects of hidden power mechanisms on planning of 
public energy infrastructure.  

 

Key words: Urban politics, power plant, neoliberal planning, iconicity, 
city marketing, sustainable energy, WtE, dark side of planning 
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over-sized project. Copenhagen’s Technical and Environmental 

Administration (TEA) says Copenhill will be an economic disaster 
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Abbreviations of organizations and concepts 

ARC: Amager Ressourcecenter, previously: Amager Incineration 
(Amagerforbrændingen) 

TEA: The City of Copenhagen’s Technical and Environmental Administration 
(Københavns Kommunes Teknik- og Miljøforvaltning) 

UDP: Urban development project 

WtE: Waste-to-Energy, a technology of incinerating waste to generate heat and/or 
power. It also exists in the form of waste-to-energy gasification. 

 

Political parties 

Political parties mentioned in this thesis, and the number of seats they had in 
Copenhagen City Council during the Copenhill Crisis 2011-2012 

Social Democrats (Socialdemokratiet) 17 

Socialist Peoples’ Party (Socialistisk Folkeparti) 13 

The Red-Green Alliance (Enhedslisten) 6 

Social Liberals (Det Radikale Venstre) 5 

Conservatives (Det Konservative Folkeparti) 4 

Three other parties: 10 

Total: 55 
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1. Introduction, aim and problem 

Motivation 

In 2017, I was re-elected as a member of Copenhagen City Council for the Red-
Green Alliance. My party maintained its position as the second largest political 
force and entered a majority coalition that enabled it to nominate persons for 
positions of influence in local public companies. I was appointed to the board of 
local energy company Amager Ressourcecenter (ARC).1 ARC is a non-profit 
company owned by five municipalities in Denmark’s capital region. ARC handles 
waste and produces heat and electricity for the metropolitan multi-energy system. 
ARC owns a large waste-fired power plant. It is by far the most modern, 
spectacular and controversial power plant in Denmark. The plant is named 
Copenhill.  

As new board member, I was intrigued by the company’s turbulent economy. In 
less than a year, ARC’s net value plummeted from plus 2.3 billion DKK to a 
negative 200 million DKK, corresponding to an overall loss of 2.5 billion DKK, 
or roughly 330 million euro. The key reason was that there was not enough 
garbage in the city to power the over-sized plant. Nevertheless, international 
media often praised the plant. Danish media however, largely described the 
project as a scandal and a fiasco. I soon found out, that the planning and decision 
making process of Copenhill was anything but ordinary.  

Back in 2012, the City of Copenhagen had not wanted to build the plant. Analysis 
showed that the project’s business case could not hold, and its effects on 
environment and climate were seen as potentially disastrous. Then certain 
powerful figures intervened. A new analysis was produced that showed the 
opposite results: the new plant would be great for climate and environment. 
Copenhagen’s city councillors then U-turned and approved funding the plant, with 
overwhelming majority.  

But apparently, the critics of the over-sized plant had been right. Seven years 
later, their warnings seemed confirmed. How come no-one listened? I became 
fascinated with the paradoxes of Copenhill. I even got the gut feeling that 
understanding the complex planning process of the power plant would also reveal 
secrets about the real workings of political power in the city. 

 

1.1 An introduction to power plants  

The world is full of power plants. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine the modern, 
urbanised world without the ten thousands of power plants that supply cities and 
towns with electricity. 2 The centralised, high-tech production of energy that the 
power plant symbolizes is an inseparable part of the industrial revolution. 150 
years ago, power plants began to accelerate a global energy transition from wood 

                                                             
1 Full disclosure: Since January 2018, I am paid 1.903 DKK (255 €) a month by ARC as a member of the board. I have not 
received any financial support for the work on this thesis. 
 
2 Estimates of the total number of power plants vary. Washington Post counted 62.500 plants in 2012 (Plumer, 2012). 
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and muscle power to energy systems based on fossil fuels such as coal and oil. 
Today, power plants are central to achieve a transition to more sustainable energy 
systems. A map of almost 30.000 of the planet’s major power plants shows a 
world energy system still dominated by coal, oil, gas and nuclear power (Resource 
Watch, 2018). Hydroelectric power also plays a major role, and increasingly 
wind, solar, geothermal, biomass and waste energy are setting their marks. 
Although some power plants like offshore wind farms and hydro stations might be 
located in remote areas, the world map of power stations is essentially a map of 
the world’s most energy-hungry urban areas. This thesis is about the relationship 
between a city’s political power structures and the building of a municipal power 
plant. It is the story of the planning of a waste-fired power plant in Copenhagen, 
Denmark, that was claimed to be the greenest ever seen. 

 

 
Major power plants in the world. Source: ResourceWatch, 2018. Coal=black, oil=brown, 
gas=light purple, nuclear=red, hydro=dark blue, wind=light blue, orange=sun, biomass=green, 
geothermal=yellow, waste=dark purple. 

 

Power plants do not die young. Once built, a power plant can last for decades, or 
even a half-century. That is why most local politicians will never have an 
opportunity to decide on building a power plant during their career. For those who 
do, it will most likely be a once-in-a-lifetime occasion. This means that local 
political decision makers will rarely have any personal experience to count on 
when deciding on a new project. This thesis will show what kind of decisions they 
make, how they make them and why.  

 

My case: The Copenhill Crisis 

After several years of delay in the construction phase, a new major power plant is 
expected to be completed in Copenhagen in 2019. In technical terms, it is a waste-
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to-energy plant producing a combination of heat and electricity. It is an iconic 
project, designed by an internationally acclaimed architect and has ski slopes on 
the rooftop. The plant has two official names. In Danish it is called “Amager 
Bakke”, in English “Copenhill”. Both names are meant to reflect ironically on the 
huge built structure rising 85 meters over the otherwise flat Danish capital located 
partly on the island of Amager. Copenhill is also a highly controversial project 
facing tremendous difficulties in matching budget and costs. Already in the 
planning phase, it was delayed by what I call the “Copenhill Crisis”, a turbulent 
and dark process where the city council first blocked plans for building the power 
plant, and then U-turned and finally approved it. What was the story behind the 
Copenhill Crisis? Can it add new knowledge to theories about the ways neoliberal 
urban development strategy merges with existing socio-economic conditions in 
time and space?  

It is not cheap to build a power plant. The Copenhill plant comes with a price tag 
of 4 billion DKK, or more than half a billion euro. Copenhill is however only a 
minor part of a larger European picture of massive investments in energy 
infrastructure. According to the International Energy Agency, European countries 
are expected to invest more than 3 trillion US $ in the energy sector until 2035 
and 69 per cent of this will be in new power plants (IEA, 2014). Investments in 
power plants are obviously a highly significant tool of sustainable energy 
transition. Brookes and Locatelli (2015) note that power plant megaprojects “are 
often seen as too late, too costly, and fail to provide for society the promised 
benefits” (p. 57). The combination of the essential nature of power plants and 
their poor delivery track record suggests a need for better understanding how 
energy planning and decision-making is done in real life. If we can discover why 
a city might fail to assess risks when approving and building a new power plant 
we might better understand how to create successful transitions to more 
sustainable energy systems.  

Based on a case study of the Copenhill Crisis, I argue that a neoliberal 
development strategy aiming at city marketing through the iconic design of a 
“green” energy megaproject led to dark planning practices. The result was a 
costly, over-sized power plant that ran counter to the city’s strategic plans for 
sustainable energy transition. 

 

1.2 Aim and problem field 

This thesis aspires to offer a new perspective to the existing body of critical 
research on neoliberalism and urban planning, especially within the field of 
megaprojects. Critical studies have often dealt with large urban development 
projects (UDPs), such as post-industrial waterfront revitalizations or transport 
infrastructure megaprojects, often in the organizational form of public-private-
partnerships. By contrast, I investigate if neoliberal development strategy 
influences also the making of a public owned power plant in a Nordic welfare-
state context. If this is the case, it speaks of the far reach of today’s dominant 
ideological dogma in urban planning and may illustrate the way neoliberal ideas 
merge with specific political-economic circumstances in space and time. I also 
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wish to contribute to an understanding of how dark sides of planning affects the 
rationality of local democratic decision-making.  

I investigate the relationship between iconic architecture and city branding, and 
the power of élite networks, all in the context of public energy planning. 
Understanding this may help cities avoid dark planning practices with negative 
effect on sustainable energy transition. My focus is on the Copenhill Crisis, a 
conflict that occurred during the planning phase of a waste-fired power plant 
project. It paralyzed the project for at least one year and created huge public 
controversy.  

The crisis begins when the City of Copenhagen’s Technical and Environmental 
Administration (TEA) challenges a plan for the Copenhill project, and 
recommends the city council to reject funding for it. TEA’s analysis shows clearly 
that there is not enough garbage in the city to power such a large waste-fired 
plant, which spells bankruptcy. The project will also jeopardize Copenhagen’s 
strategic plan to become the world’s first carbon neutral capital. A large political 
majority on the city council is convinced by TEA’s arguments and suspends 
funding. However, following an intense power struggle, TEA comes up with new 
recommendations and suddenly finds the power plant great on all parameters: 
economic, environmental and climate. The city council then approves the 
Copenhill project, almost unanimously.  

The case provides an interesting background for exploring contradictions between 
“green” and “growth” strategies, and the complexities and challenges of changing 
paradigms in urban planning and policy. 

My research question:  

Which visions and rationalities caused the Copenhill Crisis, and 
which driving forces influenced its outcome? 

Or, put in another way: The question is about what kind of decisions local 
politicians make, how they make them - and why. To answer the question I will 
analyse internal documents, including large number of e-mails, obtained by me 
through freedom of information act requests to the City’s archives. I have also 
interviewed seven key decision makers and lobbyists, and gathered informal 
information in the form of corridor talk from Copenhagen City Hall. The analysis 
is inspired by a theory on the dark side of planning, developed by Bent Flyvbjerg 
(1998). 

The purpose is to find out if development strategies such as city marketing 
through iconic architecture play a role in the crisis of the planning of Copenhill 
and to identify other driving forces. Theoretical perspectives by Sager (2011, 
2013) and by del Cerro Santamaria (2013) on urban neoliberal strategy, and by 
Sklair (2013) on the role of iconic architecture, will also be included. The 
questions of what decision makers did, and how and why, will be answered 
through an intelligent dialogue with the complex and contradictory pieces of 
information. 
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The analysis is structured around six tension points in the process. Tension points 
are decisive moments in a dark planning process where “dubious practices, 
contestable knowledge, and potential conflict” is manifested (Flyvbjerg, 2012: 
170). Power élite network research will also enrich the analysis. 

 
1.3 Previous research 

A neoliberal turn in planning 

Challenges to planning resulting from a changing nature of city governance is 
often associated with neoliberal policies. This shift of affairs in major Western 
cities from the mid-1980s and onwards is described by David Harvey (1989) as a 
change from “managerialism” to “entrepreneurialism”.  

It consists in an increased preoccupation by city governments with fostering 
employment growth and local development. In the decades after World War II, so 
Harvey argues, cities – and urban planning - were mainly focused on the local 
provision of services and facilities to urban populations. But coinciding with the 
rise to prominence of neoliberal policies since the Thatcher-Reagan era, cities 
now develop entrepreneurial approaches in the context of increased inter-city 
competition for new investments. As cities shift from Keynesian development 
strategies to neoliberal ones, the traditional moderating role of the urban planner 
also starts changing.  

Along the same lines, Peter Hall (2014:10) identifies the need to create a 
“competitive city” as one of the main concerns to the urban planning profession 
today. Instead of seeing the planner as a regulator and a guardian of broader 
public interest, a new planning paradigm has emerged. According to Hall, cities 
were becoming “machines for wealth creation; the first and chief aim of planning 
must be to oil the machinery. The planner increasingly identified with his 
traditional adversary, the developer” (ibid:415).  

The post-1970s neoliberal turn in urban planning is a major focus of critical urban 
studies. One reason is that neoliberalism is understood as an antithesis and a threat 
to public planning. Obviously a mutual dislike. According to Tore Sager (2013), 
neoliberal economics see “much of urban public planning […] as distortion of 
market mechanisms, and thus as a threat to private motivation and efficient 
allocation of resources.” (p.129) 

One strand of critical research has dealt with understanding large-scale urban 
development projects, UDP’s, in property or infrastructure, such as the 
emblematic megaprojects of Baltimore’s Inner Harbour (Harvey, 1989), or the 
regeneration of London’s Docklands and Canary Wharf (Fainstein, 2001). Public-
private partnerships are essential to UDP’s, and they are, according to Harvey, 
mainly tools for providing subsidy to corporations at the expense of local 
collective consumption.  

However, Gerardo del Cerro Santamaria (2013:17) dismisses Harvey’s criticism 
of public-private partnerships as simply betraying an ideological aversion to 
market-based solutions. Instead, del Cerro Santamaria calls for a more nuanced 
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understanding of how private capital may or may not help political goals being 
implemented.  

Swyngedouw, Moulart and Rodriguez (2005) identify the UDP, understood as a 
large emblematic project, as the new strategic instrument to reshape the European 
city. It replaces the comprehensive plan – the classic instrument of the now 
bygone Fordist age (p. 248). This idea is interesting in the light of the relationship 
I explore in chapter 5 between Copenhagen’s grand master plan Fingerplanen 
(1947), the Copenhill power plant megaproject, and the comprehensive municipal 
energy planning. Swyngedouw et al. (2005) also point to how neoliberalism 
encourages “a multiscaled articulation of institutions and actors with varying 
degrees of power”, which makes it difficult to disentangle “the power geometries 
that shape decision-making outcomes” (p. 22). The focus on lack of transparency 
in public decision-making is also a major concern in this thesis. 

Critical research has resulted in a heterogeneous body of theoretical concepts 
describing characteristics of neoliberal development strategies. 
“Entrepreneurialism” is one such concept (Harvey, 1989); “Manhattanization” is 
another (del Cerro Santamaria, 2013). A third is the “Global City”, a term coined 
by Saskia Sassen (1991) to describe how certain cities acquire positions as 
command and control centres of liquid and mobile flows of transnational capital. 
But what are the actual neoliberal planning policies contained in a entrepreneurial 
growth-first development strategy? Based on a large body of literature, Tore Sager 
(2011) identifies 14 different such planning policies that together form a 
neoliberal toolkit for such strategy. Of special interest to my study of Copenhill 
are the policies related to urban economic development, such as city marketing. 
Leslie Sklair (2013) also argues that “Iconicity” understood as the fame, symbolic 
meanings and aesthetics of buildings, and of architects themselves, has become a 
necessary component of urban megaprojects in the Neoliberal age. 

According to Guy Baeten (2018), neoliberal planning as idea and practice does 
not constitute a clear break with previous planning regimes, but rather reflects 
current dominant mainstream ideology. The complex ways this dominant 
paradigm merges with the particular conditions of a Nordic city like Copenhagen, 
are of special relevance to this thesis. Brett Christophers (2013) and Carina 
Listerborn (2017) describe neoliberal planning hegemonies in Nordic cities with 
special attention paid to the role of the Swedish Social Democratic party. This is 
similar to research done by John Andersen (2005), and by Stan Majoor (2008) on 
urban planning in Copenhagen. Andersen and Pløger (2007) find that a striking 
tension and “dualism” between welfare-oriented community strategy and 
corporate-driven entrepreneurial growth strategy is the defining characteristic of 
Copenhagen’s current urban policy. 

 

Theories on a dark side of planning 

Across a wide range of social science fields, there is an emerging, or well 
established, insight that the conventional ‘economic man’ rationality does not 
provide adequate explanations. This criticism of utilitarianism is associated with 
Kahneman (2011) in economics, with Graham Allison (1971) in international 
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relations, and in urban planning with names like Margo Huxley (1994, 2002), 
Oren Yiftachel (1994,1998), Raco and Imrie (2000), Certomà (2015), and Bent 
Flyvbjerg (1989, 2012, 2013, 2015).  

Especially Michel Foucault’s thinking on power has created a fertile ground for 
the development of theories on the “dark side of planning”. “Dark side of 
planning” is a strong metaphor for planning not done rationally or according to 
democratic procedure, but as a descriptive theoretical concept it is rather abstract 
and a little vague. Unsurprisingly, there is little agreement among scholars about 
the scope and the universality of the dark side of planning (Bolan, 2015), 
(Flyvbjerg, 2013, 2015). 

Flyvbjerg’s (2006) work on the concept is essentially a devastating critique of the 
neoclassical model of “economic man” and mainstream idealized understanding 
of the benevolent workings of representative democracy. (p. 12). According to 
Flyvbjerg and Richardson (2002), dark side of planning theory ”suggests that we 
can do planning in a constructive empowering way, but that we cannot do this by 
avoiding power relations. Planning is inescapably about conflict.” (p. 24).  

Going back to the roots of the modern urban planning will help understand the 
ideas of “dark” and “bright” sides to planning. When the modern urban planning 
profession was established in the beginning of the 20th century, planning was 
understood as an essentially rational activity capable of bringing about order and 
progressive change in often overcrowded and unsanitary cities. Early modern 
planning theorists and visionaries - from Ebenezer Howard to Le Corbusier - 
advocated top-down “scientific” approaches, with little attention to the 
implementation phase. However, it was probably always obvious to practicing 
planners that planning is not a purely technical activity, since it takes place in 
complex political, economic and social environments.  

The tension between the rationalist ideal of planning-for-the-public-good on one 
hand, and real-life murky experiences of doubtful planning practices and 
outcomes on the other, provoked much-needed reflexivity in the last half of the 
20th century. One planning theorist, Richard Bolan (2016), developed a 
framework for analysing the interpersonal dynamics and power relations that 
shape real-life planning as a reflection on his own experience in the 1960s as a 
planner in US cities with ethically dubious political power structures. Bolan’s 
ideas later inspired a so-called “communicative turn” in planning theory from the 
1980s (Forester, 1982; Healey, 1992; Sager, 2013). Communicative planning 
seeks to realise a democratic potential of planning in a reality shaped by powerful 
economic interest and a general loss of faith in scientific rationalism. 

Martin Wachs’ investigations of gaps between project forecasts and outcomes led 
him to propose another emphasis. In a pioneering study published under the 
headline “When planners lie with numbers”, Wachs observed that “Planners 
sometimes view methods as objective tools of scientific judgment and sometimes 
as devices for convincing others of the rightness of a cause” (1989). Wachs found 
that planners routinely tweak forecasts to suit the needs of project promotors. The 
way planners themselves become active agents in manipulating decision making 
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processes leads Wachs to lament a “collective failure of professional ethics” 
(2013:112).  

The insight that deliberate misrepresentation and lies are part of some professional 
routines in the planning community is fundamental for the case study I offer of the 
Copenhill power plant. Huxley (2018) shows that sinister sides of planning have 
been explored in many ways and in different contexts. Of particular relevance to 
my investigation is the dark side of planning research dealing with questions of 
ambition, power and rationalization, with a focus on what has been done by 
planners, rather than on what should be done (Flyvbjerg, 1998:236).  

The focus on hidden aspects of actual practices of politics and administration is in 
itself not original, but draws on classic and modern theorists on power such as 
Thucydides, Machiavelli and, as mentioned earlier, especially Michel Foucault. 
At the same time, dark planning theorists are seldom cynics, but rather agree with 
neo-Marxists like Henri LeFevre, David Harvey and Manuel Castells who all 
argue that urban planning ought to be concerned with social justice, democracy 
and the empowerment of civil society.  

Flyvbjerg (2002, 2004, 2012) proposes a phronetic planning research as a 
powerful approach to uncover dark sides of planning. The phronetic approach, 
(from phronesis, meaning practical wisdom) is a method and a theory on how to 
study power and values in planning. Phronetic research is itself based on positive 
value rationality, and draws on insights from critical studies of megaproject 
management, an eminent arena of dark planning practices. A major aim is to 
inform the public of the hidden practices of planning and decision-making.  

Four value-rational questions are at the core of phronetic investigations: Where 
are we going with planning? Who gains and who loses, by which mechanisms of 
power? Is this development desirable? What should be done, if anything? 
(2012:169) 

Following this approach to critical policy analysis, Schram and Caterino (2006), 
and Flyvbjerg, Landman and Scramm (2012), all argue for an investigation of 
“tension points “in policy processes. Tension points are understood as “power 
relations that are particularly susceptible to problematization and thus change, 
because they are fraught with dubious practices, contestable knowledge and 
potential conflict.” (Flyvbjerg et al., 2012:288) 

The phronetic approach with its focus on tension points seems especially 
promising for the purpose of my study of the hidden power mechanisms at play in 
the planning process of Copenhill. 

In short, two themes in current research are especially relevant to my case study. 
One is the contradictions of neoliberal planning in the Nordic welfare-state 
context. The other is the phronetic planning research as a tool to uncover dark 
sides of planning. My thesis aims to contribute to new knowledge by showing the 
complex ways neoliberal thought merges with public urban energy planning in a 
Nordic welfare-state, and also by providing insights into the concrete ways power 
shape rationality in a dark planning process.  
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1.4 Layout of thesis 

This first chapter has set the scene for the investigation, and chapter 2 describes 
the methods I use to handle the contradictions and complexities of the case. 
Chapter 3 presents a theoretical apparatus. It consists of an overarching analytical 
lens based in theory on neoliberal planning, specifically city marketing and the 
role of iconic architecture. A relationship is established between the overarching 
perspective and theoretical concepts on dark planning practices and power élite 
networks. Chapter 4 provides background and context for the case, including on 
waste-to-energy technology and the political framework behind Copenhagen’s 
multi-energy system. Chapter 5 identifies tension points in the Copenhill Crisis 
and leads to an analytical investigation of the driving forces behind. Chapter 6 
contains a conclusion. Chapter 7 is a discussion on the benefits of public energy 
ownership and further perspectives. 

 

2. Methods for handling contradictions  
and complexities  

I started studying the history of why the controversial plant was built in the 
beginning of 2018, when I joined ARC’s board. Initially it was without any idea 
of a proper academic investigation in mind. I simply wanted to know the answers 
to the questions people asked about Copenhill. Why did they build the power 
plant over-size? Did the finance minister really strong-arm the city council to 
accept the plant, just to benefit a company in the minister’s home town? Was it 
really “the world’s greenest rubbish burner”, as claimed by The Financial Times? 
(Heathcote, 2018). There were clearly contradictions in what was said and done 
about Copenhill. A key paradox is that Copenhagen makes huge efforts to 
promote recycling and reduce waste, at the same time as Copenhagen invests 
massively in increasing a waste incineration capacity that is already too large.  

When I decided to write a master thesis about the planning of Copenhill, I began 
to look for material that could highlight contradictions, paradoxes and 
complexities. Mansvelt and Berg (2016) point to a positivist tradition in urban 
planning and in human geography that strives after clear dichotomies such as 
subject-object, researcher-researched or data-conclusions. I have taken an 
alternative path with a different notion of objectivity more inspired by situated 
knowledges, that will lead to, essentially, my interpretation of the Copenhill case. 
The concept of situated knowledges is proposed by feminist social scientist Donna 
Haraway (1988) who argues that knowledge is not independent of the person who 
knows and the place and space where he or she stands. I do not pretend to be a 
neutral researcher observing strictly from the outside when I am at the same time 
a board member of the object of study.  

To be clear: I study a process in a historic period from around 2011-12 where I 
did not have influence over its outcome, as I was not elected to any related public 
office until two years later. However, I use my inside knowledge – however 
partial - of the power structures relevant to the case for the benefit of a scientific 
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quest for explaining and understanding. In this specific research context, I argue 
for the usefulness of a Phronesis approach that can lead to practical real-life 
improvement of the situation studied (Flyvbjerg et al., 2012). Concretely, I seek to 
raise public awareness of the influence of neoliberal thought and dark sides of 
planning on sustainable energy transition. I recognize that I am submerged in the 
field in specific ways that influences the outcomes, at the same time as I make 
every attempt to achieve valid, authentic and reliable results. 

 

2.1 Research design 

The City of Copenhagen is not a single actor with uniform ideas and practices. 
The City is an enormously complex web of actors and relations with varying 
degrees of power and influence over intended as well as unintended policy 
outcomes. I have designed a research approach capable of finding answers to 
interesting and complex questions. But the answers are not always unambiguous. 
Winchester and Rofe (2016:6-7) argue qualitative research in human geography 
deals with two fundamental questions: what is the shape of societal structures and 
by what processes are they constructed, maintained, legitimised and resisted? I 
investigate how the planning process of Copenhill was constructed, and also aim 
to shed light on the structures of power in the city and show their relations to 
global phenomena. I conduct a qualitative case study to get proper amounts of 
contextual information, necessary for a deeper understanding of how visions of 
neoliberal development interact with dark sides of planning in a local public 
energy project. 

Other methodological paths can be taken to approach similar subjects. For 
example, Brookes and Locatelli (2015) answer the question of how to improve the 
generally poor delivery of power plant projects in terms of schedule and cost 
performance by using a natural science approach with a systemic empirically 
based methodology. They apply this to a sample of 12 cases and identify project 
governance and external stakeholder involvement as two out of several critical 
areas in need of improvement. In contrast, I use a social science approach with an 
explanatory single-case study as my method to identify driving forces behind a 
political decision to move ahead with a controversial power plant project, that 
would eventually also be over-schedule and over-costs.  

 

Why a case study?  

According to Yin (2009:2) “case studies are the preferred strategy when (a) 
“how” or “why” questions are being posed, (b) when the investigator has little 
control over events, and (c) when the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon 
within some real-life context”. This fits well with the central inquiry of this thesis 
which is how and why decision-makers did what they did. Explanatory studies are 
common in urban studies and some have even been very influential such as Jane 
Jacobs’ book on New York; The Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961) 
or Bent Flyvbjergs’ book on dark sides of traffic planning in Aalborg; Rationality 
and Power (1998). An explanatory case study of the crisis in the planning of 
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Copenhill can provide a holistic picture of this particular process in ways that not 
only describe what happened, but also provide meaningful explanations of why it 
happened. Traditional critique of case studies is summed up (but not endorsed) by 
Yin (2009:14-16) as: lack of rigor, biased views influence findings and 
conclusions; and cases provide little basis for generalizations. Both Yin and 
Flyvbjerg reject this critique as misunderstood. Flyvbjerg (2006) argues: 

”One can often generalize on the basis of a single case, and the case study may be 
central to scientific development via generalization as supplement or alternative 
to other methods. But formal generalization is overvalued as a source of scientific 
development, whereas ‘the force of example’ is underestimated.” (p. 228) 
 

Following Flyvbjerg, I also take one step further in the sense that I use the case 
study as a tool for a phronetic approach to social science. Proponents of phronetic 
social science hold that the knowledge produced by research shall be used for 
value-based practical real-life improvements of the issue studied.(Flyvbjerg et al., 
2012) Accordingly, my research design intends to provide a forceful example of 
the inner workings of a planning and decision making process.  

The process was complicated to follow because – I learned – the most decisive 
parts did not take place in transparent democratic procedures. I focus on one 
institutional key component, the City of Copenhagen’s Technical and 
Environmental Administration (TEA), which has responsibility for waste and 
energy planning and oversees ARC and other semi-autonomous local public 
utility companies. My focus is also on the political body that TEA serves: the city 
council, and in particular on a small group of influential politicians in, or around, 
the Committee for Technical and Environmental Affairs.  

 

2.2 Four sources of data 

The evidence for this study comes from four sources; archival records (including 
emails); interviews; corridor talk; and media reports. My initial research design 
was simpler. I imagined that internal documents from TEA’s archives combined 
with a few interviews of political decision makers would provide a clear, coherent 
picture. But most interviews created contradictions and mystifications. Frustrated, 
I realized to have grossly overestimated the likelihood of getting “straight 
information” from interviews with retired politicians. I sat on a pile of “crooked 
information” and had to find new ways of making use of it. I then revisited the 
research design. Instead of a simple four-step process of: design - data collection – 
analysis – reporting, I had to repeat cycles. My research process came to look 
more like: design – data collection – preliminary analysis – redesign – new data 
collection – analysis – reporting. The data is mostly of a qualitative nature. 

 

Archival records  

I made several, separate freedom of information act requests to TEA and 
subsequently received a considerable amount of internal documents, a total of 
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more than 2.000 pages. I focus on a few selected key reports and planning 
documents, and a handful of e-mail. I studied the rest of the material to make sure 
not to miss out on important aspects. The purpose of my archival analysis is to ask 
what kind of knowledge was produced by whom and when. Roche (2016:230) 
notes that “What survives in the file is likely to be only a fragment and it may be 
quite partial in terms of insights that it provides about the past”. Accordingly, I 
did not expect to find a “smoking gun” in the internal files. Evidently, the 
partiality of the material from TEA’s archives requires it to be related to other 
data. For example, when I found evidence of TEA inviting stakeholders to a 
workshop, I contacted the invited people to hear if they attended and how they 
experienced the workshop. Internal files, especially email, also sometimes 
provided useful signs of power relations in the bureaucratic machine room. 

 

Interviews 

I conducted seven semi-structured interviews as part of the research. Five were 
with former members of Copenhagen’s City Council who took part in decision 
making on Copenhill. I consciously chose to interview only individuals who had 
left politics because I hoped they would speak more freely about the case. I 
selected five politicians with divergent voting patterns on Copenhill in order to 
include a plurality of perspectives. Politically the group ranges from right-of-
centre to left-of-centre. One supported and promoted Copenhill from the 
beginning: Mogens Lønborg, a Conservative, who was also chairman of ARC’s 
board. The four others were initially against. One of them later voted yes: Ayfer 
Baykal of the Socialist People’s Party, who served as the council’s Technical and 
Environmental Mayor, meaning that she was also TEA’ boss. Bo Normander, a 
Social Liberal, and Iben Rathje of the Socialist People’s Party both abstained in 
the council’s final vote on ARC. Signe Goldmann of the Socialist People’s Party, 
later an independent, was the only councillor who voted against Copenhill. The 
final vote was 50 yes, 2 abstentions, and 1 no. My group of interviewees does not 
include all parties, but it does include the entire critical minority and all detectable 
voting patterns. I did contact a retired, senior Social Democrat close to the case, 
but that person did not respond.  

Two opinion coalitions emerged during the crisis in the planning phase. A 
“Growth Coalition” argued for a very large power plant, like Copenhill. A “Green 
Coalition” argued for a very small power plant, or none at all. Two private energy 
consultancies produced reports that were used by either of the two coalitions. One 
report recommend to increase incineration capacity, the other report said the 
opposite. I contacted both consultancies, but they declined my requests for 
interviews citing ethical-professional reasons of confidentiality towards their 
former clients. However, energy consultant Anders Dyrelund of Rambøll 
conceded to an interview about urban energy planning in general, and Dyrelund’s 
sharing of expertise was very beneficial to my understanding of case. I also 
interviewed environmental lobbyist Christian Poll from The Danish Society for 
Nature Conservation (Danmarks Naturfredningsforening). 
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I used semi-structured interview with open questions to be able to detect 
consensus or differing opinions on crucial issues. I asked interviewees to elaborate 
on other aspects they thought of as important in order to gain insight in a diversity 
of meanings and narratives. Most interviews lasted about an hour. I first asked 
descriptive questions, and then moved on to more sensitive questions at a later 
point when the atmosphere was more relaxed, an approach similar to the 
“funnelling” method recommended by Dunn (2016). I also confronted 
interviewees with statements made by other informants. Most former politicians 
seemed experienced in giving interviews, and they skilfully avoided themes they 
did not like to talk about, such as inner-party conflicts, or sometimes facts that did 
not fit into their narrative.  

Dowling (2016) highlights the need for critical reflection on the question of power 
relations and subjectivity in interviews like these. Interviewing these former 
councillors was at the same time easy and awkward. Easy, because we share a 
common language and insight into Copenhagen’s political world. Awkward, 
because some of them seemed to doubt my role as a researcher, and maybe 
suspected I would twist what they told. All interviewees have been offered the 
opportunity to correct their quotes, and some did. An interview guide is included 
in the appendices. Audio files of interviews are available upon request. 

 

Corridor talk 

By the term “corridor talk”, I mean informal inside information shared with me by 
political decision-makers or employees of TEA or ARC outside the context of a 
formal interview. A few such off-the-record remarks are included in the material 
for analysis. My original research design intended to make it clear to readers who 
says what. That was a conscious methodological choice motivated by the fact that 
I am myself politically active in relation to the case. Readers cannot be blamed if 
they have reservations about my intentions and suspect bias, especially from 
research based on anonymous sources. I wanted it to be easy to check my cards. 

After seven interviews, I changed my mind. I now think it is unethical, seen from 
a social science point of view, NOT to include anonymous corridor talk. There are 
two reasons. Sometimes, off-the-record remarks contradict the story told for the 
record. An interview situation with a politician we can call “the Dolphin” can 
illustrate this. In the interview, I confront the Dolphin with something that another 
politician – who we can call “the Albatross” – has told about the role of the 
Dolphin. The Dolphin dismisses the question. Then this happens (I note the 
episode down on paper a few minutes afterwards): 

 [Hand waving from the Dolphin indicating: stop recording.] 

Dolphin: “Are you recording?” 

Me: “No” [I show the Dolphin that my device is now off] 
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Dolphin: “She should just shut her dirty mouth. And she was told that, by Frank 
[the Lord Mayor]. Shut your fucking dirty mouth, or this could become very 
unpleasant. I hate her.”3 

This off-the-record remark indicates a strong disagreement between the two 
politicians, something not clear from the recorded interview. Also, it is told that 
the Lord Mayor threatened the Albatross with consequences of some sort. 
However, there is no hint to the role of the Lord Mayor in the recorded interview. 
Powerful figures like the Lord Mayor, or national party leaders, or even leaders of 
political party groups in the city council are strangely absent in the recorded 
interviews. They are however often at the centre of corridor talk.  

Another kind of corridor talk consists of things said by people whom I did not 
interview, but who are familiar with the case. For example, I chat with a person 
we can call “the Zebra” who is a senior member of a party in the city council. The 
Zebra knows that I am working on a thesis. The Zebra asks me about my 
interview with “the Antelope”, a former councillor belonging to the same party as 
the Zebra. The Antelope has told me to have no memory of any inter-party 
pressure to vote in any particular way on Copenhill. I find that claim surprising, as 
party discipline traditionally enforces that all group members always vote the 
same way. The Zebra tells me that the Antelope’s story is not right. According to 
the Zebra, a very influential person would have had the Antelope kicked out of the 
party, if the Antelope had voted the wrong way.  

In short, I pay attention to corridor talk to illustrate contradictions and 
complexities. Many off-the-record remarks were not used directly because it 
would reveal the source, but nevertheless form part of my understanding of the 
case.  

 

Media reports  

In addition to the above mentioned primary data sources, I use news articles and a 
few blog posts to “fill in the gaps”. I draw from a data base I created consisting of  
53 articles from financial newspaper Finans.dk, 49 articles from technical daily 
Ingeniøren, and 21 other media articles. 

 

2.3 Structure, reliability and bias 

I was almost overwhelmed by the amount of data I gathered. As mentioned, I 
received more than 2.000 pages of internal files from TEA’s archives. Seven 
interviews transformed themselves into some two hundred pages of transcripts. 
There was also a lot of corridor talk. I used a number of preliminary research 
questions for an initial structuring and analysis of the material. Then I turned to 
identify tension points in the process - an approach inspired by applied phronetic 
social science (Flyvbjerg et al. 2016).  

                                                             
3 Gender description of ”the Albatross” is randomized. 
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According to Flyvbjerg et al. (2012), the key attributes of tension points are: 

“that they involve dubious practices by key actors, [and] contestable knowledge 
used to make policy arguments, and may involve conflicts, where even a small 
challenge, such as problematization from scholars, may tip the scales and trigger 
a change in a tension point.”  (p. 288) 

In chapter 5, I structure my data around a chronology of six tension points in the 
planning process of Copenhill, and present my findings in a narrative analytical 
approach. 

 

Dark planning is, well.. dark  

As indicated by the discussion about corridor talk, the face value of considerable 
part of the interview material, and of the corridor talk itself, is questionable and 
often not verifiable. If a person says something for the record that she later off-
the-record reveals as false then who can guarantee that either is true? Furthermore, 
the analysis following later in this thesis deals with the question of whether 
certain planning documents should also be considered as irrational or as fictions. 

The methodological problems in gathering reliable data shows how difficult it is 
to make research into the dark side of planning. If these kind of planning and 
decision-making practices were transparent and easy to look into, they would not 
deserve to be called “dark”.  

That is why I do not dismiss potentially corrupt or manipulated data, but instead 
attempt to make critical use of it. Recognizing deception as an integral part of 
political manoeuvres means that social science research in this field must consider 
this challenge. At a more practical level, it is important to notice that I interviewed 
informants in 2018, about complex events taking place five to six years earlier. 
The time span diminished their remembrance of details and possibly increased the 
level of story-telling or of constructed meaningful narratives, conscious or not.  

To sum up: Departing from a situated knowledges position I take an phronetic 
approach and use an explanatory single case study to answer questions of how and 
why decision makers decided to build Copenhill. I revisited my research design 
when I found out that traditional interviews did not provide adequate data, and I 
included corridor talk as a source of informal inside information. 

 

3. Theoretical framework 

A critical perspective on neoliberal urban development strategy is the fundament 
for the theoretical framework I use for analysing the case. The neoliberal turn in 
urban governance identified as entrepreneurialism by Harvey (1989) is my broad 
analytical lens. Under this theoretical umbrella I employ concepts such as city 
marketing (Sager, 2011), and iconicity (Sklair, 2013), and combine these with 
Flyvbjerg’s (1989, 2012) theoretical approach to the dark side of planning. 
Flyvbjerg, Landman and Schram’s (2012, 2016) phronetic concept of tension 
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points will play a key role in my analytic strategy. I also consider the 
contradictions and dualisms in Copenhagen’s urban development strategy 
(Andersen & Pløger, 2007). Lastly, a few thoughts on power élites are brought 
into the picture (Ellersgaard & Larsen, 2015). 

The purpose of this particular theoretical framework is to find deeper, and more 
nuanced, answers to the questions I ask about how and why local politicians 
decided to build a controversial power plant in Copenhagen. Theory will help to 
show the driving forces. 

It is clear that neoliberal ideas influence local government and public companies 
in much of the Western world, including the Nordics. Neoliberal development 
strategy has become the hegemonic planning paradigm, as shown by Sager (2011) 
and Baeten (2018). It is also common knowledge that power mechanisms 
sometimes short-circuit the rationality of city governance. Literature on the 
uneasy relationship between power and truth in politics goes back at least as far as 
the Renaissance writer Machiavelli. It is not an aim of this thesis to prove that 
these things happen, but rather to show how neoliberal ideas influences local 
government and public companies, and how power mechanisms can short-circuit 
the rationality of city governance.  

This theory chapter opens with an illustration of how the neoliberal paradigm 
relates to the case. After that, I briefly introduce key concepts and explain their 
relevance. 

 

3.1 Neoliberal reshaping of the urban world 

Ideologically speaking, the neoliberal doctrine holds that virtually all economic 
and social problems have a market solution. In a survey of more than 750 
scientific articles and books on neoliberal planning policies, Sager (2011) 
concludes that “Neo-liberal urban policies are engendered by the nexus between 
mobile investment capital, inter-city competition, and public 
entrepreneurialism.”  

However, Sager (2013) also finds that urban planning in the neoliberal age comes 
in different shapes: 

“Political-economic ideas of neo-liberalism have become deeply entrenched in 
the public sector administration of countries in most parts of the world, affecting 
planners in a number of ways. The concrete design of neo-liberal policies is, 
wherever they are implemented, influenced by the legacies of locally inherited 
institutional frameworks, policy regimes, regulatory practices, and political 
struggles. The neo-liberalist aspirations are often unevenly and only partly 
enacted through urban planning.” (2013:130).  

It is exactly the “uneven” and the “partly enacted” neoliberal influence on 
planning that is central to this study. It is this condition, which Andersen and 
Pløger (2007) identify as a “dualism” in Copenhagen’s general urban 
development strategy. 
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I adopt Sager’s (2013) definition of neoliberal policies in urban planning as 
implying 

“a shift from government to (partly) private strategies, or a conversion from 
publicly planned solutions to market-oriented ones, or at least the serving of 
private companies and their favoured costumers” (p.129) 

In chapter 5, I argue that this shift is evident in the public energy company ARC’s 
adoption of a new expansionist growth strategy, centred around the construction 
of the Copenhill power plant. 

It is important to note that hardly any planners today refer to their own planning 
ideas or practices as “neoliberal” (Baeten 2018:108). The neoliberal paradigm is 
not primarily about urban planning. It is rather a paradigm that gives new shape to 
many previously existing urban phenomena, including institutions and the way 
planning is done. It basically implies a shift from distributive considerations 
towards promoting growth and competitiveness. 

 

Time journey on Power Plant Peninsula 

Changes in architecture of waste-fired power plants in Copenhagen may serve as 
an illustration to how the neoliberal paradigm shapes urban processes and 
planning. Especially when seen in historical context with previous overarching 
paradigms. Harvey (1989) notes that the neoliberal paradigm emerged in the late 
1970s and gradually began to replace a keynesian paradigm, which in its turn had 
become influential after World War II. Talking of “Keynesian” or “Neoliberal” 
power plant architecture is of course non-sense, because keynesianism and 
neoliberalism are models of economic governance, not architectural styles. But a 
time journey of a century can illustrate how changing hegemonies of economic 
thought influences the way a city handles its garbage, and accordingly on the built 
structures of waste management units.  

The time journey takes place in a location on the northern shores of Amager 
Island in Copenhagen. A photo from the 1920s show how this place was used as 
an open dumping ground for garbage. There are no public waste treatment 
facilities visible, only small huts built by poor people trying to make a living by 
scavenging in the garbage. The image reminds us of similar pictures from today’s 
massive dumping grounds in the global South worked by large number of poor 
slum dwellers.  
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Photo by anonymous photographer, 1920s. Source: Knudsen (1988) p. 11. 

During the following decades of industrial expansion in Copenhagen, several 
small artificial islands were built close to the old city centre, and later connected 
to the larger natural island of Amager by bridges or land fills. Some served as 
storages for industrial raw material and got names like Paper Island or Gasoline 
Island. The Power Plant Peninsula (Kraftværkshalvøen) was constructed close to 
the site of the old dumping ground. Two power plants were built on the peninsula. 
One was fossil-fired, and is currently being converted to bio mass. The other plant 
was waste-fired. It opened in 1970 and was called “Amager Incineration” 
(Amagerforbrændingen). The plant was torn down in 2017, and replaced by 
Copenhill. 
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Power Plant Peninsula with the high modernist Amager Incineration plant from 1970 seen in the 
middle. Source: City of Copenhagen, TEA. 

 

The location and special role of the Power Plant Peninsula in providing energy for 
the city followed the logic of a progressive grand-scale master plan of the 
Copenhagen metropolitan area’s long-term development known as the Finger Plan 
(1947), arguably the most famous and influential planning document in Danish 
history. The aim of the Finger Plan was to provide an adequate balance of 
housing, work places and green spaces through centralised restrictions on land-
use. The plan was an integral urban component of visionary and ambitious 
welfare state building the Nordic way.  

Economically speaking, it was a keynesian project with strong state intervention 
and regulation of the private sector. This paradigm ensured comprehensive top-
down rational planning of the city’s general development, including how the 
incineration of municipal waste could contribute heat and electricity for the public 
energy system. This sensible approach took architectural shape in the form of the 
high modernist and functionalistic waste-fired Amager Incineration plant built on 
the peninsula in the late 1960s.  

To political scientist Tim Knudsen (1988), the plant embodies Copenhagen’s 
definitive transformation from a traditional and backward town to a modern 
industrial European city, a transition “from disorder to order” (p.197). Knudsen 
sees the plant as shaped by people with an unshakable confidence in technology 
and rational science as means to reorder an unorderly world. Historic photos of 
the inside of the plant testifies to this; straight edges, rectangular shapes and clear 
orange, yellow and blue colours dominate. 

 

 



 27 
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The high-modernist Amager Incineration plant was torn down in 2017, and replaced by Copenhill. 
All interior photos by Alastair Philip Wiper. 

 

The design of the new plant that has come to replace the functionalist late-1960s 
Amager Incineration plant is remarkably different. I argue that it is shaped by a 
postmodernist architectural style well adapted to the new neoliberal paradigm. 
According to its architect, Bjarke Ingels of BIG, the main idea was to create a 
building that would from afar look like a green mountain with snow on the top 
(the idea of greenery was later abandoned).  

The old, as well as the new plant, have their own architectural merits. The old 
Amager Incineration was a high-modernist and functionalistic industrial 
masterpiece, where purpose defined shape. The new Copenhill plant, is the other 
way round. An extreme example is the costly positioning of the chimney far away 
from the place in the building where smoke is generated. The 345 tons heavy 
chimney is hanged to the outer wall of the building 50 meters above the ground to 
make more rooftop space available for skiing (Andersen, 2017). In a computer-
rendered image of BIG’s vision of urban skiing on top of the roof of Copenhill, 
the chimney can be seen providing a spectacular background to leisure activities 
of the young individualist and consumerist generation.  
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Copenhill’s architect Bjarke Ingels describes the philosophy behind his design as “hedonistic 
sustainability. Computer rendered image of Copenhill’s rooftop.. Source: Bjarke Ingels Group – 
BIG. 

Admitted, skiing is in itself not neoliberal (although experience economy is). And 
a rooftop alpine park on a public building is essentially a common good, at least if 
access is free. Also, there is no need to romanticize the keynesian paradigm. 
Modernism also had its planning disasters. 

Nevertheless, this little time journey on Power Plant Peninsula illustrates how the 
changing shapes of Copenhagen’s waste-fired power plants reflect changes from a 
keynesian paradigm to a neoliberal one. Architecturally speaking it is a change 
from high-modernist functionalism to the mysticism of Bjarke Ingels’ (2009) self-
described “hedonistic sustainability” style. Neoliberal experience economy 
merges with the specifics of a Nordic post-welfare state context, in an urban 
entrepreneurial process combining economic, social and environmental 
objectives. Not unlike the “dualistic” urban strategy described by Andersen and 
Pløger (2007).  

In chapter 5, I will show how changing macroeconomic paradigms affects not 
only the architectural shape of buildings, but also acts more profoundly on the 
shape of planning and decision making processes of the city, in complex and 
contradictory ways. 

 

3.2 Key concepts 

- City marketing and iconicity 

City marketing is a theoretical concept, as well as a practical approach taken by 
city governments who believe they must compete with other cities to attract 
companies and specialized workforce. Sager (2011) identifies city branding as one 
key neoliberal urban strategy. Successful branding and marketing of a city is seen 
as an important factor in broadening the tax base, or attracting creative class, or 
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achieving a successful transition from an industrial economy to an information-
based one. Or all things at the same time. Building iconic architecture is a tool to 
brand and market a city. Listerborn (2017) asserts that city branding and visioning 
is also strongly linked to neoliberal ideas of attracting capital and urban 
competition. Sklair (2013) develops the theoretical concept of iconicity to 
describe the way the fame and symbolic power of signature architecture and 
iconic buildings contribute to the branding and marketing of a competitive city. 
Sklair notes that the place promotion of city marketing drives is generally directed 
at three different target groups:  

- potential inhabitants that want an attractive place to live, work and relax. 

- companies looking for a place to locate their offices and production facilities, do 
business and recruit employees. 

- visitors seeking recreational facilities in the cultural or leisure domain (2013). 

 

Dark Side of Planning 

One particularly influential study in dark side of planning theory is Flybjerg’s 
Rationality and Power (1998), a longitudinal case study of the planning of a bus 
terminal in the Danish town of Aalborg. It is the main source of inspiration for my 
case study of Copenhill. Flyvbjerg shows how a powerful group of merchants 
manipulates politicians, municipal planners and administrators by short-cutting 
democratic norms to achieve their goals. Flyvbjerg demonstrates how power and 
rationalization repeatedly replaces democracy and rationality, and goes on to 
argue that there is a general asymmetry between rationality and power. 

According to Flyvbjerg, this asymmetry forms a basic weakness of modern 
democracy and modern planning. In other words: urban planners will produce 
plans that are not rational, if they believe people with power want them. 
Bengtsson (1999) criticises Flyvbjerg for drawing too drastic conclusions. 
Bengtsson claims that Flyvbjerg fails to recognize that a “Characteristic of urban 
planning is not only that some actors have power over other actors, but also that 
no actor can have things his way without the support of many others, i.e. it is a 
situation of mutual and multiple veto power” (1999:206).  

Nevertheless, Flyvbjerg’s Aalborg case convincingly demonstrates that 
rationality, contrary to conventional thinking in the Enlightenment tradition, is 
highly dependent on context and that the context of rationality is power. I will 
employ three of Flyvbjerg’s claims about the dynamic relationship between power 
and rationality in my analysis of the Copenhill case (1989: XXX). The claims are 
that: 

- rationality is context-dependent, and the context of rationality is power, 

- rationalization presented as rationality is a principal strategy in the exercise of 
power, 

- power defines reality. 
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Phronesis and tension points 

A phronetic approach to the study of dark sides of planning aims to create 
knowledge that can help bring about transparent and democratic planning 
practices, instead of dark ones. Flyvbjerg (2012) uses the Aristotelian idea of 
Phronesis, meaning practical wisdom, to describe a method and a theory on how 
to study power and values in planning. From phronetic social science research 
comes a focus on investigating “tension points “in policy processes (see also 
Schram and Caterino, 2006; and Flyvbjerg, Landman and Scramm, 2012, 2016). 

Tension points are described as “power relations that are particularly susceptible 
to problematization and thus change, because they are fraught with dubious 
practices, contestable knowledge and potential conflict.” (Flyvbjerg et al., 
2012:288) 

 

Power and “power élites” 

If we want to search for traces of dark interventions by powerful people, we need 
to have a concept of what “power” means. Building on Foucaults’ understanding 
of power as both restrictive and productive, and, above all, as relational, Flyvbjerg 
proposes a way of understanding city-based power. While Foucault’s focus is on 
biopower, that is how power creates people, Flyvbjerg’s focus is on how power 
influences the built environment, a theoretical adaptation well suited for the 
purpose of this thesis. Flyvbjerg (1989) describes power in a city as a “dense and 
dynamic net of omnipresent relations” (p.5). Power is not simply localized in 
centres, not regulated by law, and is not something that a single individual can 
effectively possess for a longer time. 

Obviously, outsiders will never know all details about informal elite networks. 
However, the concept of the “power élite” can help us get an idea of who form 
part of Copenhagen’s “neo-élitist governance networks”, as described by 
Andersen (2005:105). Mills (1956) define the power élite as the key decision 
makers at the top of hierarchical institutions. Out of a data set of 37.750 highly 
influential leaders of Denmark’s private or public organizations, Ellersgaard and 
Larsen (2015) identify an inner circle of power consisting of only 423 individuals. 
They do this by a complex mapping of inter-elite relations. 

The power élite ”integrates the heads of the most prominent organisations in 
Denmark: the prime minister, the CEOs of the largest corporations, members of 
some of the richest families, the union leaders, economists, and Her Majesty The 
Queen. This core, or power elite, is positioned centrally across all sectors within 
the network and is tightly knit by many diverse ties.” (Ellersgaard & Larsen: 15-
16) 

In chapter 5, I cross-check a database of the 423 power élite members with 
stakeholders in the Copenhill case, to see if the elite supported the Growth 
Coalition or the Green Coalition (Larsen & Ellersgaard, 2016) 
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Contradictions and dualisms in neoliberal Copenhagen 

According to Andersen (2005), the City of Copenhagen began in the 1990s“an 
aggressive entrepreneurial strategy of revitalization” as a remedy to structural 
problems caused by industrial decline (p. 93). One ground-breaking change from 
the previous redistributive city government regime was the linking of urban 
regeneration to a growth strategy to achieve a more competitive position vis-à-vis 
other European cities. At the helm of implementing the strategy was a growth 
alliance of the Social Democratic-dominated city government and the state.  

One flagship project was the building of the Øresund bridge to foster growth in 
the combined Copenhagen-Malmö region (Lund Hansen et al., 2001). Another 
flagship project was the Ørestad city district UDP with a neoliberal orientation, 
but at the same time “to some extent still immersed in basic social democratic 
values”, according to Andersen (2005:98). One such value was the inclusion of 
trade union leadership in key policy networks, which is also a prominent feature 
in the Copenhill case. 

Andersen describes the overall urban policy framework today as neo-élitist, but 
also as ambivalent, aiming to link economic objectives with social and ecological 
ones. Majoor (2008) also sees a strong shift towards neoliberal competition-
oriented approaches in Danish urban policies, and a tendency to closed business 
style decision making on urban development. But Majoor also finds progressive 
redistributive components reflected for example in the Ørestad city district UDP, 
where profits from rising values of publicly owned land was reinvested in a new 
public mini-metro.  

Andersen and Pløger (2007) define the ways neoliberal urban strategy in 
Copenhagen merges with non-market objectives of social redistributive or 
ecological nature as “dualistic” and contradictory. It is also in this policy context 
that the city marketing efforts of Copenhagen must be understood. In 
Copenhagen, “green” urban policies play a special role in the city’s efforts to 
position itself favourably in the inter-city competition. One strategic objective is 
to become the world’s first carbon-neutral capital by 2025 (City of Copenhagen, 
2012). Independently of the debate on whether waste-to-energy is really a green 
technology, the waste-fired Copenhill power plant was clearly assigned to play a 
role in marketing Copenhagen as a leading climate-friendly capital.  

  
 
4. Background and context 

This short chapter explains some particularities of waste-fired energy plants 
relevant to the Copenhill case study. Three important aspects are: What is waste-
to-energy and how green is it? What role has waste-to-energy in the metropolitan 
energy system? And, how does local public ownership of energy companies 
function? 

 

What is waste-to-energy and is it green? 
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Waste-to-energy (WtE) is a technology to extract electricity or heat from waste 
incineration.4 Garbage trucks collect garbage from households and deliver it to a 
waste-fired power plant, where they unload into a huge oven. The combustion of 
waste heats up a water boiler from where steam is led into a turbine and generator 
set. The output is electric current or heat, or both. WtE plays a minor role in 
Europe’s overall energy system, but in some countries, like Denmark and Sweden, 
waste-fired plants are key parts of urban district heating systems.  

Waste-fired power plants like to present themselves as generators of green energy 
(CEWEP, 2018). Environmentalists tend to disagree. Both positions are valid, 
depending on perspective and context. The environmentalist argument is that 
sustainable circular economy implies a zero waste society. All materials must be 
used and re-used again. Yes, but nobody knows how to recycle a worn out shoe or 
a diaper, sounds the counter-argument. Then the sensible choice is to incinerate 
the diaper and generate energy. Especially if the alternative method is landfilling, 
which creates large amounts of the highly damaging greenhouse gas, methane. 
Advanced incinerators reduce waste volume with 90 per cent and the remainder is 
used as construction material. Accordingly, European countries with high outputs 
of WtE hardly use landfills, as seen in the Eurostat (2017) graph below. 

 
Danes are EU’s top generators of garbage per capita. They also have the highest output of waste-
to-energy per capita. Source: Eurostat, 2017. 

 

                                                             
4 It is also possible to generate energy from wastewater. Biogas used in Copenhagen’s district gas system is generated 
through controlled rotting processes of sludge from water treatment facilities. 
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Seen from an energy output perspective, WtE is half-green, half-black. Waste is a 
very heterogeneous material, even after sorting out glass, paper, metals and 
recyclable plastic. The average biodegradable fraction of incinerated waste is 
around 50 percent. According to EU definitions, the biodegradable fraction counts 
as biomass, meaning it equals renewable energy. The rest of the incinerated waste 
counts as fossil fuel (EU Directive 2008/98). If compared to energy coming from 
all-fossil sources like oil, coal and gas, WtE has a lower carbon footprint. It is also 
less polluting, if generated at an advanced power plant of high environmental 
standards. But compared to wind and sun energy, WtE is half as bad as fossil 
fuels. 

 

Local public ownership  

Nobody in Europe generates more garbage than Danes do. According to Eurostat 
(2017) per capita generation of household waste is almost 800 kilo a year. 
Combined with garbage from industrial sources the total amount of garbage per 
capita is almost three tons a year. Accordingly, there is a high potential for WtE 
plants in Danish cities. Copenhagen has indeed a long history of incinerating 
waste to make energy. As early as the 1890s, local authorities commissioned a 
waste-fired plant to supply a hospital and public baths with heat and power. 
However, it was much later that WtE became an important part of the city’s 
energy system. The 1973 Arab-Israeli War sparked a global oil crisis with fuel 
prices rising astronomically. Denmark was hit especially hard because almost all 
heating, transportation and electricity depended on imported oil. The oil crisis 
radically changed Danish energy policy, and led to massive state intervention in 
the energy sector. Rüdiger (2007) notes, that an energy nationalisation programme 
was carried out in broad political consensus, motivated by an understanding of the 
necessity of public companies being in charge of energy production and 
distribution (p. 47). This new energy policy aimed for a diversified supply system 
and transferred much authority to municipalities. Oil-fired power plants were 
phased out in less than five years. Local and municipal ownership of energy 
production was stimulated, often in the form of waste-to-energy, biomass or wind 
turbines. This was linked to an ambitious plan to create “collective heat supply” 
for all urban areas (Sovacool, 2013: 830). As a result, today some 400 local 
energy companies produce district heating in Denmark. Municipalities own 
around 50 of them and account for roughly half of total production. Almost 350 
user-owned energy cooperatives produce the other half. Ten minor private plants 
also exist.  

 

A metropolitan multienergy system 

Copenhagen today has one of the world’s largest and most advanced district 
heating systems that covers 98 per cent of all households (HOFOR, 2018). 
Together with the electricity grid, the district heating network forms the backbone 
of the metropolitan area’s complex multienergy system. Control functions make 
sure that renewable energy from wind, sun and biomass enter the system before 
energy from other sources, such as waste-to-energy. On windy days, electricity 
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production from wind farms is high, and waste-fired power plants like Copenhill 
turn down electricity production. They instead produce heat. On days without 
wind, waste-fired plants may also produce electricity, especially in summer when 
there is no demand for heating. On very cold days, back-up fossil-fired power 
stations are switched in. The prioritization of wind, biomass and sun energy first, 
waste-to-energy second, and fossil fuel last, is a local political decision aiming to 
cut carbon emissions to zero. Four major power plants and four waste-to-energy 
plants feed into the system. All plants are owned by different inter-municipal 
companies, with the exception of plants belonging to energy giant Ørsted, a 51 
percent Danish state-owned firm. Other inter-municipal companies own and 
control the transmission and distribution networks. ARC’s Copenhill plant plays a 
major role in the metropolitan system and alone provides electricity and heat to 
some 150.000 households. 

 

 
The district heating network in metropolitan Copenhagen. Black squares mark the area’s major 
combined-heat-and- power plants, and black triangles mark WtE plants. The “ARC” triangle in 
the top right corner of the map shows the location of Copenhill. Source: HOFOR (2018). 

 

Consensus and collective heat supply  

The large number of inter-municipal companies with overlapping responsibilities 
in the metropolitan multienergy system is a result of the 1970s national energy 
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plan to create urban collective heat supply. Local authorities joined forces to 
create non-profit energy companies to implement the plan, and they often chose 
the organizational form of a “partnership” (interessentselskab or I/S). The 
partnership is a consensus-seeking structure with representation from all owner 
municipalities. City councils appoint representatives as members of the 
company’s board. They are legally bound to represent the common interest of the 
owners, and not their individual political party. The company behind Copenhill – 
now called ARC – was born this way. Today, five municipalities in the 
metropolitan area own the company together.5 Each city council appoints one 
member to ARC’s board, except the City of Copenhagen, that appoints two. 
Historically, Copenhagen accounts for two thirds of ARC’s volume. 

Legally speaking, the partnership functions as an autonomous “special 
municipality” with specific responsibilities assigned to it by its owners. 
Accordingly, the partnership has relatively free hands within its area of 
responsibility. However, when it comes to large strategic investments the 
partnership depends on the goodwill of its owners to guarantee for loans. In the 
case of ARC, none of the five city councils behind the company can decide which 
strategy the company shall adopt. But if ARC’s strategy requires a bank loan, then 
all owners must give an individual guarantee. The law requires consensus.  

Also, the decision-making structures in local energy companies are very much a 
country for white men. When I joined ARC in 2018, the entire board and all top-
level executives, where white men. The period studied from 2010-12 was 
different in the sense that ARC’s CEO, and some board members, were women. 
However, being a woman in this environment apparently comes with a price. I 
heard several times corridor talk where colleagues commented negatively upon 
alleged sexual practices of these influential women. I never heard this kind of 
comments about men. 

To sum up, WtE is a half-green, half black energy source playing a key role in 
Copenhagen’s district heating system. Since the 1970s, Danish energy planning 
has prioritized collective heat supply in urban areas. This has led to the 
establishment of many local public non-profit energy companies, often organized 
as partnerships. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                             
5 The five municipalities are: Dragør, Tårnby, Hvidovre, Frederiksberg, and the City of Copenhagen.  
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5. Analysis 

Analytical strategy and structure  

My analytical strategy is inspired by a phronetic social science approach and has a 
focus on how results of the research can challenge popular misconceptions and 
power relations. Phronesis is originally presented as an alternative to approaches 
that are problem driven, data driven, or theory driven (Flyvbjerg et al., 2013, 
2016). However, this analysis rather combines the phronetic inspiration with a 
problem driven approach that also makes use of theoretical propositions. We 
know that a dark side of planning exists in Danish municipal administration, as 
documented by Flyvbjerg (1998, 2012) and by Flyvbjerg, Holm and Buhl (2002, 
2005). The insight that power can affect rationality in planning has guided my 
data collection plan and led me to identify critical tension points in the process. 
Tension points mark situations where real power is exercised, situations that are 
fraught with “dubious practices, contestable knowledge, and potential conflict” 
Flyvbjerg 2012:170). The main part of the analysis is presented as a narrative 
chronology of a six-step voyage through tension points in the planning process of 
Copenhill. 

The analysis is based on qualitative data: planning documents, emails and other 
internal files obtained through freedom of information act requests; as well as 
seven interviews with key decision makers and lobbyists; corridor talk; and media 
reports. I also embed two small quantitative data sets. The first one is to reflect on 
the quality of forecasting employed to predict the future development of urban 
waste generation, a key concern in the planning process. The second one shows 
how members of the Danish power élite publicly positioned themselves in relation 
to the case. I ask less complicated questions first, then identify the data that 
addresses the questions. This I repeat until I have a plausible explanation to my 
research question: Which visions and rationalities caused the Copenhill Crisis, 
and which driving forces influenced its outcome? Or, said in another way: How 
and why did local politicians do what they did? The specific analytic technique I 
employ is building plausible explanations through an intelligent dialogue with 
data (Yin, 2009:141). I conclude that the Copenhill Crisis is caused by a clash 
between a green rationality and a growth rationality, which have roots in two 
contradicting urban visions, one entrepreneurial and one managerial. I identify the 
power élite as an important driving force behind the outcome of the crisis, and 
examine other plausible explanations. These explanations coexist within a 
framework of neoliberal development strategies, such as iconicity and city 
marketing. They also include political ambition, personal interest, and concerns 
for environment and job creation. I identify the dark side of planning as the 
process by which the power plant project is made to appear green, and thus 
contribute to the branding of Copenhagen as a green world city.  

 

 

 



 38 

5.1 A Six-Step Voyage through the Copenhill Crisis’  
Tension Points 

The story of the turbulent months of the Copenhill Crisis has many elements 
worthy of a Netflix drama.6 The story of why the City Council of Copenhagen 
first stops a controversial power plant project, and then suddenly U-turns to 
embrace it, shows how rationalities are at play in everyday political 
administration. It unfurls in secret meetings and mysterious letters, in heated 
exchanges in the media, and in statistics of seemingly rational planning 
documents. In a corridor conversation with me, a top-level energy administrator 
later jokingly referred to this time as the “Battle of Copenhill”.  

Two opposing informal coalitions formed during the crisis. One wanted a large 
Copenhill plant, and was pro-growth. The other wanted a quite small plant, or 
none at all, and identified itself as green. Looking back today on the crisis in 
2012, members of both the “green coalition” and the “growth coalition” agree that 
it was a dirty process. But for different reasons. ARC’s former chairman, a 
Conservative ex-mayor, says it was “politics when it is worst”(Lønborg, 2016). A 
former environment minister claims she was “bullied” by powerful lobbyists like 
never before in her life (Martini & Sandøe, 2016).Others, like Copenhagen’s Lord 
Mayor have never conceded that there was any dark side to the planning at all. 

In the following, I present a six-step journey through the key tension points of the 
Copenhill Crisis. They are: 

1) Local public energy company ARC adopts an international-oriented growth 
strategy and presents an extravagant design proposal for a huge new waste-fired 
power plant.  

2)  Municipal energy planners see the megaproject as jeopardizing economy and 
environment. Local politicians agree, saying that the city will never generate 
enough garbage to power such a big plant. However, in a secret meeting between 
key city councillors, sophisticated political manoeuvring waters down opposition 
to the project. 

3) An attempt by the municipal administration to include ARC in collaborative 
planning sparks the “Prognosis War”, a conflict over who has the right to define 
what counts as knowledge. 

4) A mysterious letter, sent by two government ministers, marks a decisive shift in 
the balance of power. Pressure mounts on city councillors who still think the 
power plant project is wrong. 

5) Suspension of transparent democratic decision-making process. Suddenly, a 
Machiavellian document known as the “Mayors’ Deal” is presented. The 
agreement looks like a compromise that accommodates green concerns, but is full 
of false promises. 

6) Municipal energy planners produce a new document, saying the project is great 
for economy and environment. One local politician questions the conclusion, but 
                                                             
6 Fictions and drama-documentaries like Show Me A Hero, Deadwood or The Wire all portray municipal decision making 
processes. 
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is effectively silenced. The rest of the city council approves the plan for the new 
power plant. The U-turn is completed, and the crisis is over. 

 

FIRST TENSION POINT 
A BIG design proposal for a ski slope power plant 

January 2011 

After three years of planning and projecting, ARC reveals the result of an 
architectural design contest for a new waste-to-energy plant, to replace an existing 
40-year old plant. The winning proposal comes from Bjarke Ingels Group (BIG) 
and is called “Copenhill”. It incorporates a ski slope on the roof top of the plant 
and a chimney puffing smoke-rings. “Hedonistic sustainability” is the term used 
by Ingels (2009) to describe the philosophy behind the architectural design. The 
Danish architect is at that moment one of the world’s fastest rising stars of 
architecture. Ingels is named “Innovator of the Year 2011” by The Wall Street 
Journal (2011).  

Around the world, the importance of iconic architecture to urban megaprojects is 
increasing. Research by Leslie Sklair (2013) shows that promotors skilfully use 
unique building design to create political goodwill for the realisation of so-called 
landmark projects. For political decision makers, “iconicity” is highly attractive. 
This concept, developed by Sklair, refers to the fame, symbolic meanings and 
aesthetics of buildings and architects themselves. When political figures connect 
to iconicity, they share in on the symbolic power of the building, and thereby 
enhance their own (Sklair, 2013). 

ARC later invites Ingels to present his design to Copenhagen’s Lord Mayor, 
Frank Jensen. The Lord Mayor eventually becomes one of the staunchest 
supporters of Copenhill - and the ultimate key for its realisation. In addition, 
another local celebrity is attached to the project. BIG gives Peter Madsen, a.k.a. 
“Rocket-Madsen”, a self-taught engineer and designer of space rockets and 
submarines, the task of making Copenhill’s chimney puff smoke rings. For 
educational purposes, this should happen every time the plant releases a ton of 
CO2 into the air.  
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Architect Bjarke Ingels (left) shows Copenhagen’s Lord Mayor Frank Jensen (right) a model of 
the ski slope on top of Copenhill. Source: Christopher Regild/ARC. 

 

ARC’s expansionist growth strategy 

ARC then writes to Copenhagen City Council and requests a loan guarantee for 
building the Copenhill plant (TEA: 2011, March 25). ARC assures, that thanks to 
Bjarke Ingels’ design, the new plant will become an “architectural landmark” and 
a “lightship” creating global visibility (ibid, p.3). The letter also reveals an 
expansionist growth strategy far more ambitious than just replacing the existing 
40-year old plant. ARC requests a loan guarantee of 3.95 billion DKK, some 330 
million euro7. The price of machinery – with two large ovens as the main 
component - accounts for almost two-thirds of the total amount. The proposed 
Copenhill project implies increasing waste incineration capacity from the existing 
60 tons an hour, to 70. ARC also points to the possibility of an even further 
increase in capacity by adding an extra, third, new oven. Overall, the business 
case for Copenhill is presented as highly promising on three parameters: 
environment, climate and economy.  

But why does a local, public non-profit energy firm, like ARC, present such an 
ambitious plan? Seen from a business perspective, getting bigger ovens to boost 
production seems rational. A new and bigger plant will be well located and well-
connected to distribute its product of heat and power to a large market of energy 
consumers in metropolitan Copenhagen. The expansionist growth strategy has 
indeed been an integral part of ARC’s planning process, way before iconic 
architecture was added to it. As early as June 2010, ARC’s CEO announces in a 

                                                             
7 The City of Copenhagen alone is only to provide approx. 2.5 billion DKK. The rest will come from the partnership’s other 
municipalities. 
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company magazine, that ARC will build a much larger new plant on Power Plant 
Peninsula and aim to expand capacity even further in the future “to follow 
increasing amounts of waste” (A’ med Affald, 2010). 

At that point, the chairperson of ARC’s board is a Conservative city councillor 
from Copenhagen, Mogens Lønborg. He thinks ARC’s growth plan fits well with 
the overall urban development strategy pursued by Copenhagen: 

Q: Reading Copenhagen’s development strategy, two things are clear: It is about 
creating growth and it is about being on the map, about having an international 
profile. Do you see Copenhill as relevant to that strategy? 

Lønborg: Yes, to a very large extent, I think. 

Q: Why? Or how? 

Lønborg: Well, because we put the level of ambition as high as we did: To build 
the world’s best waste-incineration plant. Both in environmental standards and in 
energy efficiency.  (Kohl, 2018) 

Apparently, Lord Mayor Jensen, a Social Democrat, thinks along the same lines. 
In a press release, sent the following year, he emphasizes Copenhill’s green 
business potential: 

“The plant will be one of the world’s most environmentally-friendly incineration 
plants and will provide a showcase for Danish green technology. It will contribute 
to export and green, sustainable growth” (Bredsdorff, 2012).  

Another detail in ARC’s 2011 letter to the City of Copenhagen is worth 
mentioning. The energy company writes that a speedy expedition of the loan 
request is essential, as contracts with providers of machinery cannot be concluded 
before all owners give official approval. That point seems obvious, if only for 
legal reasons. However, ARC later prematurely concludes arrangements with a 
provider of machinery without Copenhagen’s approval, in a manoeuvre to enlist 
the support of a finance minister. But that is a story for the fourth tension point. 

In short, ARC distances itself from the role assigned to it by the strategic 
Keynesian energy planning of previous decades. Instead, ARC now begins to 
think and act more like a private company. ARC’s growth plan, embodied by 
iconic Copenhill, fits well with Copenhagen’s overall green city marketing 
strategy. That explains why local political leaders are attracted to the idea that 
Copenhill will help Copenhagen gain global visibility. As shown by del Cerro 
Santamaria (2013), leaders of cities, aspiring to become world cities, think of their 
city as a node in a global network of relationships. And more concretely; “the 
urban elite perceive linkage to the global economy as fundamental to ensure 
sustained local economic development” (p. 15).  

As identified by Sager (2011), city marketing is a key neoliberal urban 
development strategy. The influence of neoliberal thought on Copenhagen’s 
current major development projects is well-documented by Andersen (2005, 
2007), Majoor (2008) and Lund Hansen et al. (2001). However, this does not 
automatically imply that the city’s urban policies are all neoliberal. The 
Copenhill-case rather shows a situation where neoliberal thought merges with 
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particular urban conditions of Nordic welfare institutions, essentially committed 
to non-profit and climate-friendly provision of energy to citizens.  

To sum up, the first tension point shows that ARC starts acting like a private 
company, that the growth strategy behind Copenhill adapts well to Copenhagen’s 
green city marketing strategy, and that the iconicity of the project helps to attract 
the support of powerful local political figures. 

 

SECOND TENSION POINT:  
Planners realize: To little waste to power the plant 

Autumn, 2011 

In the City of Copenhagen’s Technical and Environmental Administration (TEA), 
energy planners do not greet ARC’s growth strategy with applause. TEA is 
responsible for the city’s overall energy planning. Furthermore, TEA has the task 
of implementing a strategic plan to make Copenhagen the world’s first carbon 
neutral capital by 2025.  

In an assessment of the Copenhill project, TEA calculates that the increased 
incineration capacity planned by ARC will generate a 40 per cent overcapacity, 
corresponding to around 150.000 tons annually (TEA: 2011, November 28). 
ARC’s old plant has a capacity of 440.000 tons annually, but for the past two 
years, decreasing amounts of waste has meant that only 400.000 tons is burnt each 
year. Actually, the city council has previously asked ARC to look into planning a 
new plant with only 240.000 tons/year, and alternatively up to 480.000. Instead, 
ARC now present a plan for a new capacity of 560.000 tons annually.  

TEA argues, that ARC’s “plans will unavoidably lead to a negative effect on the 
environment” because surplus capacity of the new power plant will likely be used 
for biomass product that can be more efficiently burned in ovens specially 
designed for this purpose (TEA: 2011, November 28). Or, TEA continues, ARC 
will start importing waste, which will jeopardize the city’s aim to become the 
world’s first carbon neutral capital. TEA’s math is simple: 40 percent 
overcapacity will raise CO2 emissions from 140.000 to 200.000 tons annually. As 
if that is not enough to bury the Copenhill plans, TEA also points to a government 
report showing that all waste-fired power plants in Denmark risk long-term loss 
because of a general overcapacity. Finally, TEA states that saying yes to 
Copenhill is to go against national and EU plans to decrease waste incineration. 
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In 2011, TEA estimated that ARC would need a capacity between 240 and 480 
thousand tons annually to handle the waste generated in its area (household and 
commercial waste combined). Green lines show TEA’s min. and max. estimation. 
ARC claimed that 560 thousand tons annually was necessary, and foresaw further 
increase in the future. Blue line show ARC’s estimation. Orange columns show 
actual amounts of waste generated in the area. 2012: No data. 2018 and 2019: 
Estimations. Source of data: ARC. Graphic by N. Kohl. 

 

A tiny hook manoeuvre to water down criticism 

In November, a small group of key councillors from the city council’s centre-left 
majority meets behind closed doors. The coalition consists of Social Democrats, 
Social Liberals, the Socialist People’s Party, and the Red-Green Alliance. Only 
weeks earlier, a block formed by the same four parties has won national elections 
and formed a new government. TEA has already received support for its anti-
Copenhill stand by the Environmental Protection Agency, under new environment 
minister Ida Auken of the Socialist People’s Party.  

The councillors know that the government apparently backs TEA’s criticism, and 
that TEA has prepared a motion for the city council to block funding for the over-
sized Copenhill project. Most of the councillors agree with TEA, and some have 
even said so in public. But surprisingly, the meeting decides to water down TEA’s 
motion. The councillors decide not to block funding, but only to temporarily 
suspend the decision on funding - until the newly installed government comes up 
with new guidelines for a resource strategy. Also, all arguments about Copenhill’s 
negative impact on economy, climate and energy are removed from TEA’s 
motion. 
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Why did they do that? No minutes exists from the informal meeting. The 
councillors today all say they do not recall anything extraordinary happening8. 
Except for councillor Signe Goldmann of the Socialist People’s Party. She 
remembers a skilled political manoeuvre by a Social Democrat negotiator to buy 
time to neutralize opposition to Copenhill. Goldmann says: 

“It is the Social Democrats who don’t want us to make the arguments a part of the 
decision. And at that time, I think it is absolutely insane to make our vote of yes or 
no depend on a resource strategy that the government is working on. Because 
basically, it’s about what we want to do with Copenhagen. Do we want to recycle 
more?” (Kohl, 2018)  

Goldmann describes the manoeuvre as a trick to create “a tiny hook” where the 
decision to suspend funding will hang. Later, she thinks, they will remove the 
hook, and there will be no reason to uphold the suspension of funding. She also 
thinks the manoeuvre is coordinated with the Lord Mayor, also a Social 
Democrat. Later events seem to confirm her suspicion. As we will see in the 
fourth tension point, a mysterious letter from two government ministers will be 
presented as a new official strategy to encourage waste incineration. The letter 
will eventually make almost all opposition to Copenhill disappear. Goldmann says 
she fights hard against the watering down of TEA’s motion, but finally has to 
accept it.  

The meeting agrees that the four parties will put forward a joint declaration that 
echoes TEA’s criticism of the Copenhill project. The declaration is not legally 
binding, but media picks it up and interprets it as a “no” to Copenhill. 
Environmentalist are jubilant, and celebrate with champagne. “We thought we had 
won”, explains green lobbyist Christian Poll of the Danish Society for 
Conservation of Nature (Kohl, 2018). The non-binding declaration apparently 
tricks even parts of the national government. Environment minister Auken and 
energy minister Martin Lidegaard, a Social Liberal, both declare their support for 
Copenhagen’s decision to drop the power plant project (Pedersen, 2011). A 
decision that has actually not been taken. 

 

Manipulations or conspiracy? 

Councillor Lønborg, ARC’s chairperson, has a fundamentally different 
explanation. According to Lønborg, the Socialist People’s Party had entered 
national government only to find out that they were unable to fulfil their green 
electoral promises. To divert attention from their failure, they invented a populist 
“crusade” against the new power plant project, spearheaded by environment 
minister Auken and the political boss of Copenhagen’s TEA, mayor Ayfer 
Baykal. The two politicians simply ordered their administrative staff to come up 
with manipulated evidence against Copenhill (Lønborg, 2016). 

Other city councillors see Lønborg’s version as a conspiracy theory. For the 
purpose of this thesis, it is not so important if Lønborg or Goldmann are right or 
wrong. The important point is that their accounts show that experienced local 
                                                             
8 I interviewed the councillors in 2018, five and a half year after the meeting took place. 
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politicians see these versions as credible stories about how politics is done in 
Copenhagen. This seems to support Flyvbjerg’s (1989) theoretical propositions on 
the dark sides of urban planning. Specifically, that there is a general asymmetry 
between rationality and power that forms a basic weakness of modern democracy 
and planning. 

 

Two visions in conflict 

At the theoretical level, I interpret TEA’s criticism as grounded in a vision that 
differs fundamentally from ARC’s. TEA talks about sustainability, not growth. 
From an institutional perspective, TEA’s approach is rational. TEA is in charge of 
strategic planning of resources and energy. TEA is in charge of implementing the 
democratically decided two main strategic policies; the 2025 carbon neutrality 
plan, and the “zero waste city” vision of the municipal Resource and Waste 
Management Plan (City of Copenhagen, 2012). Building Copenhil is against these 
two strategic plans. And TEA sees ARC as being a public company mainly owned 
by Copenhagen and therefore, legally, a subject to the city’s democratic control 
(KromannReumert, 2016). 

Harvey’s (1989) analytical concepts of “entrepreneurialism” and “managerialism” 
largely fit the two contradicting visions at the core of the Copenhill planning 
crisis. ARC’s pro-growth approach is in essence entrepreneurial. TEA’s 
institutional approach of sticking with democratically set targets of sustainability 
is essentially managerial. We can also see the two conflicting urban visions as  
contradictions between two set of rationalities, one green and one pro-growth. 
That leads to a preliminary conclusion that the contradiction between a green 
rationality, and a growth rationality, leads to the Copenhill Crisis. 

Mayor Baykal, who supported TEA, also feels that two very different agendas are 
at play during the crisis. She recalls many meetings with Copenhill promoters, 
including trade unionists and architect Bjarke Ingels, who was lobbying especially 
insistently, because he thought that a smaller power plant would not leave 
sufficient roof space for his ski slope design. Baykal says:  

“every time I went to a meeting with them they tried to convince me 
that I was so badly wrong. [but] for me it was about how much waste we should 
burn and about incineration capacity […] it made me think: at the end of the day 
we don’t understand each other because we each sit with our own agenda”. 
(Kohl, 2018) 

This understanding seems to be in line with Andersen and Pløger’s findings of 
contradictions in urban governance in Copenhagen where an “aggressive 
entrepreneurial strategy” clashes and sometimes co-exists with social and 
ecological objectives (2007).  

To sum up, the second tension point shows that local decision makers point to 
dark sides of planning in the form of political manipulations and distracting 
manoeuvres as explanations for the crisis. It supports Flyvbjerg’s theoretical 
proposition of the basic weakness of rationality vis-à-vis power. It also shows 
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how two the contradiction between two urban visions, entrepreneurialism versus 
managerialism, causes the Copenhill Crisis. 

 

THIRD TENSION POINT 
A workshop sparks the “Prognosis War”  

December, 2011 

The year is running out. The city council has still not made a formal decision on 
providing funds for Copenhill or not. But TEA is encouraged by the apparent 
support from government and city council majority, and starts to prepare for a 
“small” power plant solution. The small solution will focus mostly on recycling. 
In line with the intentions of a “collaborative planning” approach (Sager, 
2013:xii), TEA invites all stake holders to a workshop. The idea is that people 
from waste-fired power plants together with environmentalists, public energy 
planners, and private experts jointly work out factual foundations for a political 
discussion on the right size for a future power plant. It is not a freaky idea. The 
workshop can be seen as based in Enlightenment tradition, and in well-established 
procedures of Nordic parliamentary democracy where public administrators and 
planners work with external experts to provide factual foundations for rational 
political decision-making.  

TEA invites three top representatives of ARC. But none of them wishes to 
participate in the workshop. Contrary to TEA’s intentions, the workshop actually 
sparks a particularly bitter confrontation that we can call the “Prognosis War”. 
The Prognosis War is highly illustrative of how power acts on rationality. 
Flyvbjerg et al. (2003) put forward the theoretical proposition that:”what is 
presented as reality by one set of experts is often a social construct that can be 
deconstructed and reconstructed by other experts” (p. 61).  

That is a fitting description of this third tension point. Parallel to the crisis in the 
planning of Copenhill, TEA is also busy developing the concrete strategy for the 
“zero waste city” vision adopted by the city council two years earlier. Preventing 
waste and boosting recycling are main tools in this strategy. With this in mind, a 
TEA official invites a private energy consultancy to write a report on future waste 
management scenarios. The casual tone in the email – ”Dear Niels” - suggests an 
already well-established relationship between the TEA official and the manager of 
the consultancy (TEA, 2011a). The consultancy, Ea Energianalyse, accepts. TEA 
hopes that initial findings from the report can be discussed by ARC and other 
stakeholders at a workshop, so other perspectives can be included in the final 
report. The private consultancy’s preliminary findings suggest that households 
and industries in the city will generate less waste in the future and that new 
technologies will emerge to increase recycling. ARC finds the conclusions 
unacceptable, and boycotts the workshop.  

Shortly after the workshop, ARC’s CEO writes to TEA’s director, and sharply 
criticises the report which she finds ”biased”, ”incompetent” and of a ”low 
standard” (TEA, 2011b). TEA’s director replies that he is sorry that ARC 
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specialists did not attend the workshop, so their perspectives could have enriched, 
and be included in, the final waste prognosis report. But ARC’s CEO comes back 
with a new attack, this time on TEA for choosing a low-standard consultancy. 
ARC has hired another private consultancy that documents increasing amounts of 
waste in the future, a prognosis that evidently supports the business case for 
Copenhill. ARC’s CEO also points to (older) prognoses from the national 
government with predictions of future waste volume based on increase in GDP.  

According to ARC, waste curves will go up, not down. But TEA (2011c) writes 
back and dismisses the idea that waste amount will increase parallel to economic 
growth. Instead TEA points to experiences from the City of Vienna, where sorting 
of bio-waste has drastically reduced the amount of waste for incineration. TEA 
now also again challenges the economic business case for Copenhill, saying that 
recycling generally creates more jobs than waste-to-energy projects do.  

More blows are exchanged in the Prognosis War in the weeks around Christmas 
2011. But on the first working day after New Year, environment minister Auken 
steps in, in defence of TEA. Her ministry’s Environmental Protection Agency 
contracts a third private consultancy to check if TEA’s arguments are reliable. The 
answer is yes, they are. (Incentive Partners, 2012).  

To sum up, the third tension point highlights the relevance of Sager’s (2008) 
insightful description of planners’ role as “Torn Between Dialogical Ideals and 
Neoliberal Realities”. TEA’s attempt to dialogue only leads to open war with 
ARC, revealing that the conflict is about who has the right to create knowledge, 
and the right to define what counts as knowledge. In Flyvbjerg’s words, what we 
see in the Copenhill case is “the powerful will to ignorance” (1998:230). 
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Generation of waste for incineration falls from 2007-2015 

 

Figure shows decreasing amounts of waste generated for incineration (in red), 
and increasing amounts of waste generated for recycling (in green) in the years 
2011-2015. All figures from City of Copenhagen.9 

 

 

Relation between growth and generation of waste: 

 

Figure shows that generation of waste does not follow rise in economic growth, as 
claimed by ARC in 2011. Green line shows generation of waste, other colours 
show local, regional and national growth figures. Source: City of Copenhagen 
(2018) 

 

                                                             
9 Note that figures for recycling 2001-2009 are not reliable because of the methods used in that period. 
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FOURTH TENSION POINT  
A mysterious letter ends the war 

January, 2012 

The Prognosis War does not end with a peace deal. It ends with a mysterious 
letter, indicating a decisive shift in the balance of power between the green and 
the growth coalition. First, we briefly return to environment minister Auken’s 
intervention in the Prognosis War. If the minister had thought that special 
expertise provided by her agency would help to solve the dispute about the factual 
grounds for the Copenhill project, she was very much mistaken. Instead, the 
minister herself becomes a target in the quickly escalating Prognosis War. The 
government receives complaints from a powerful trade union leader, saying that 
the Environmental Protection Agency is overstepping its authority by interfering 
in a municipal affair (Olsen, 2012).  

ARC also makes a move. Contrary to what the company previously told 
Copenhagen City Council (see first tension point), a new contract worth more 
than 1 billion DKK, or 135 million euro, is announced with a machine provider in 
the city of Esbjerg, some 300 km west of the capital. The contract goes to Vølund, 
a Danish subsidiary of WtE giant Babcock-Wilcox, and Esbjerg happens to be the 
electoral constituency of finance minister Bjarne Corydon. At the same time, 
ARC secretly appeals to the finance minister for help, in a communication 
revealed by media some years later. ARC complaints to Corydon of “serious 
consequences” if Copenhill is delayed, something that will damage Danish green 
tech export will, and cause the loss of job opportunities worth 4.600 years of work 
(ARC, 2012: January 24).). A few days after Corydon receives ARC’s secret 
appeal, he and environment minister Auken co-sign a mysterious letter to the 
CEO of Vølund, who immediately publishes the letter (see appendix). The letter is 
understood as expressing support for waste incineration and as a critique of 
Copenhagen’s reluctance to move ahead with Copenhill.  

 

The “Dirty Corydon” narrative 

Why does minister Auken – a hitherto outspoken critic of Copenhill – and the 
finance minister write a joint letter? That question has given birth to a powerful 
narrative of the Copenhill Crisis that often surfaces in corridor talk in 
Copenhagen’s city hall. One of the narrative’s public proponents is Jakob Nielsen, 
editor-in-chief of influential news media Altinget. He calls it “the dirty secret of 
Corydon on Amager”(Nielsen, 2016). According to Nielsen, a trade union leader 
at Vølund managed Corydon’s Esbjerg election campaign, and secured Corydon 
the seat in parliament that allowed him to become finance minister. If Copenhill is 
not built, Vølund will lose its biggest contract ever. Corydon wants to create 
employment in his own Esbjerg constituency, and he has a favour to pay back. So 
Corydon strong-arms Copenhagen’s top Social Democrats to make funds 
available for ARC to buy machinery from Vølund. But, Nielsen writes, the 
decision harmed economy and climate, and made Copenhill “a monument” for 
Corydon’s misgovernment of Denmark (2016).  
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Visiting the building site of Copenhill in 2015: Copenhagen’s Lord Mayor Frank 
Jensen (left), ARC CEO Ulla Röttger (center), finance minister Bjarne Corydon 
(right). Source: ARC 

 

How plausible is the “Dirty Corydon”-narrative? Interestingly, all city councillors 
I interviewed, today say that they were not put under pressure and they did not 
personally discuss Copenhill with their party colleagues in government. However, 
some of them say, off-the-record, that they are sure that other councillors were put 
under strong pressure from government ministers. Other sources point in the same 
direction: Vølund’s CEO publicly thanked finance minister Corydon for making 
Copenhill happen. The influential leader of the Metal trade union praised the 
energetic intervention from another government minister, who secured support 
from reluctant city councillors from the Socialist People’s Party (Hegelund & 
Mose, 2014). A junior Social Democratic MP even wrote a book praising 
Corydon’s efforts to create jobs far away from the “privileged” capital city 
(Dybvad, 2015: 161-162).  
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Corydon himself has not publicly commented the alleged link between the Vølund 
letter and his own personal political interests in his constituency. Neither has 
Auken explained her turn-around, but in a 2016 Facebook-post she claims that she 
was “bullied” (Martini & Sandøe, 2016). My conclusion is that it is highly 
plausible that Corydon did what he could to make Copenhagen pay for Vølund’s 
machinery. However, the “Dirty Corydon”-narrative does not alone give a 
sufficient explanation of the outcome of the Copenhill Crisis - for two reasons. 
First, long before Corydon’s intervention, key city council decision makers were 
already attracted to Copenhill because of its iconicity, and the potential for 
branding Copenhagen as a green world city. Second, other powerful people 
intervened in the case at the same time as Corydon. This suggests a collective 
coordinated effort by members of the power élite, rather than a single-person 
power plot.  

 

The power élite steps in 

Which powerful people intervened in the Copenhill Crisis? Research into Danish 
power élite networks can shed light on the issue. Ellersgaard and Larsen (2015) 
present a comprehensive mapping of Denmark’s power élite based on a relational 
view of power: The better connected and the more influential an individual is in 
relation to other powerful people, the more that individual’s own power status is 
enhanced. The approach characteristically reveals certain high positions, such as 
government ministers, to be less influential than they seem. Especially, when 
compared to the power of well-connected leaders in businesses and organisations. 
Ellersgaard and Larsen define the Danish power élite as 423 extremely powerful 
individuals, the inner circle of the elite. The relatively small group “integrates the 
heads of the most prominent organisations” including business and trade union 
leaders, and ”is tightly knit by many diverse ties.” (2015:15-16).  

As we know, two opposing informal coalitions face each other in the Copenhill 
Crisis. The green coalition includes TEA, environmentalists, academic experts, 
and local and national politicians from the center-left. The most prominent figures 
are environment minister Auken, energy minister Lidegaard, and mayor Baykal. 
None of them belong to the power élite. The only power élite member active on 
the green side is veteran environmental lobbyist Christian Ege. He works closely 
with Poll from the Danish Society for Nature Conservation and participates in a 
number of meetings with TEA and Copenhagen city councillors (Kohl, 2018). 
Against the green coalition stands a growth coalition conformed by direct 
stakeholders in the power plant project such as ARC; Vølund; and BIG architects; 
as well as some of Denmark’s most influential trade unions and business 
organisations; and other centre-left government ministers. Liberal and 
conservative politicians also support Copenhill, but they seem to play a marginal 
role.  

The growth coalition has the active support of two of the single most high-ranking 
power élite members at all (number 1, and 9, respectively) who are the top leaders 
of the trade unions Metal and HK. Documents from city archives show that both 
top unionists personally contact city councillors in Copenhagen to make them 
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accept Copenhill (Simonsen, 2012). Finance minister Corydon is also a power 
élite member, ranking as number 258. A more important power élite figure is in 
fact Lord Mayor Jensen of Copenhagen, who as number 104 outranks all other 
Social Democrat political figures, including the then prime minister (see table 
below). 

The combination of evidence in the form of interviews, corridor talk, documents 
and data from power élite analysis, suggests that members of the power élite 
intervene forcefully to influence a pro-growth outcome of the Copenhill Crisis. 

 

To sum up, the fourth tension point shows that a mysterious letter signals a shift in 
the power balance between the green coalition and the growth coalition. The 
finance minister is alleged to have personal motives to support the power plant 
project. Also, other members of the power élite intervene directly in the Copenhill 
Crisis to influence a pro-growth outcome.  

 

FIFTH TENSION POINT  
A compromise that is no compromise 

August, 2012 

From now on, the intervention of the power élite basically short-circuits the 
transparent democratic decision-making process. The Prognosis War is over. The 
city council approves the watered-down motion that formally suspends the 
decision on funding until the government speaks its mind. However, the speaking 
is already done by the letter from the two ministers, Corydon and Auken. Six 
months pass without any open political debate in the city council about the power 
plant. According to mayor Baykal, she and Lord Mayor Jensen repeatedly 
negotiate with mayors from the four other municipalities behind ARC, in a 

Members of the power élite who publicly took sides in the Copenhill Crisis

Growth Coalition Green Coalition

Thorkild Jensen, leader of Metal trade union. Rank: 1

Kim SImonsen, leader of HK trade union. Rank: 9

Frank Jensen, Lord Mayor of Copenhagen. Rank: 104*

Bjarne Corydon, finance minister. Rank: 258 Christian Ege, environmental lobbyist. Rank: 207

*Lord Mayor Jensen did not publicly side with either coalition until the power élite had decisively stepped in.  
None of the government ministers who voiced support for the Green Coalition belongs to the power élite
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complex meeting pattern, that also involves administrators, and ARC-staff. 
During these lengthy, secret negotiations there was almost no interest in the case 
from media or the public, who apparently all still believed that Copenhill was 
called off. 

The outcome of the secret negotiations seems to support Flyvbjerg’s (1998) 
theoretical proposition that in dark planning “power defines reality”. Flyvbjerg’s 
idea is that “power defines what counts as rationality and knowledge and thereby 
what counts as reality” (p. 227). Flyvbjerg also proposes that “rationality is 
context-dependent, [that] the context of rationality is power, and power blurs the 
dividing line between rationality and rationalization”. Or, said in other words, 
rationality is really a discourse of power. Power has the capacity to penetrate 
planning and administration and produce outcomes favourable to its liking, and 
present these outcomes as rational, even though they are in fact, rationalizations.  

It is summer 2012, when Lord Mayor Jensen suddenly announces a new road map 
for the Copenhill project. It consists in a short document, signed by mayors from 
all five municipalities in the partnership behind ARC. The document becomes 
known as the “Mayors’ Deal”. The deal’s most important feature is something not 
written in it. It approves of the building of Copenhill, but does not specify the 
incineration capacity. The deal lists all specific conditions for approving ARC’s 
request for a loan guarantee, without any mention of the earlier requests for plans 
of incineration capacity as low as 240.000 tons annually. Logically, it is a clear 
implicit approval of ARC’s plan to build an over-sized plant with a capacity of 
560.000 tons annually instead. 

The conditions listed in the Mayors’ Deal are that ARC must guarantee not to 
import waste in the future, and must also restrict the use of biomass. Furthermore, 
ARC is only allowed to use its incineration capacity up to 60 tons an hour. The 
deal is widely understood as a permanent ban on importing waste and on using 
Copenhill’s estimated 40 per cent over capacity. However, neither of the two 
restrictions will have any real significance. After the loan guarantee is granted by 
the city council, and before the new plant is ready for production, a new Mayors 
Deal of 2016 lifts the restrictions.  

In a fascinating way, the deal incorporates key arguments against increasing 
incineration capacity in a way that defies formal logic explanation. Why build a 
very costly power plant with surplus capacity, and at the same time eliminate the 
possible solutions to the over capacity problem?  

Councillor Lønborg says today that he at that time was thinking that the 
restrictions contained in the Mayors’ Deal were “absurd”: 

“It was quite absurd to have a company, and be saying “we really don’t want 
costumers from the big world around us”. Then rather let the plant die, almost 
completely. I mean, it was an insanely suicidal thing to say: we don’t want 
garbage, if it should become necessary. And at that time, I thought, well, well, 
reality will present itself some day.” (Kohl, 2018) 
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At the beginning of the Copenhill Crisis, mayor Baykal publicly bashed ARC, 
saying that the energy company was planning an “incineration plant as big as a 
cathedral, when there is only waste enough to fill a village church” (Andersen, 
2012). However, Baykal, as political chief of the TEA, signs the Mayors’ Deal 
and presents it as the best possible compromise. Not a love affair, though. Baykal 
says that: 

“[Copenhill] was nobody’s dream child. It became a monstrosity. Some thought it 
was too small. Some thought it was too big. I think that’s really a pity.” (Kohl, 
2018) 

Other councillors, like Social Liberal Bo Normander, did not really see the deal as 
a half-way compromise. He says:  

“There were many interests and a lot of pressure. So after the city council first 
said no to a loan guarantee, then half a year later, there was a majority for saying 
yes. And, well, that is … that’s politics. […] Ayfer Baykal, she struggled to make a 
compromise but in the end, it was not really a compromise.” (Kohl, 2018) 

To sum up, the fifth tension point shows the suspension of the transparent 
democratic decision making process. In secret, a document called the Mayors 
Deal is agreed upon. It is presented as a compromise that accommodates green 
concerns. Instead, it is full of false promises. 

 

SIXTH TENSION POINT 
Fixing the facts: End of the Copenhill Crisis 

October, 2012 

The Mayors’ Deal nails the point that it is not important, who has the best rational 
arguments in the Copenhill case. What matters is who has most power to enforce 
their preferred version of reality. The power base of the conflicting rationalities 
decides what will be the reality of Copenhagen, and which physical and 
economical changes will happen in the city. Or, as said by Flyvbjerg: “power 
defines reality”. 

TEA is subsequently tasked with implementing the principles of the deal in a 
formal motion for the city council. TEA does that by simply focusing on the 
pledges to sustainable development contained in the Mayors’ Deal, without 
wasting thoughts on whether the pledges are based in fiction or reality. In a 
peculiar twist, TEA’s new motion now states that the Copenhill project will most 
likely contribute to the city reaching its climate and environment targets, and also 
be a good business case. (TEA, 2012: September 28) 

In my view, TEA’s motion is a prime example of “retrospective planning” in the 
sense that it fixes the facts, and adjusts reality, so it can serve as a rational, 
however fictitious, base for a decision already made. TEA’s implementation of 
the Mayors’ Deal also seems to support Flyvbjerg’s (1989) proposition that 
“rationalization presented as rationality is a principal strategy in the exercise of 
power” (p.288).  
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The green coalition is almost dead. Instead, the growth coalition now is the new 
green coalition, and is ready to build the greenest waste-fired power plant ever 
seen. In Copenhagen City Council, nobody dares to go against the Mayors’ Deal, 
and nobody votes against TEA’s new pro-Copenhill motion. Except for councillor 
Goldmann. She continues to voice her criticisms of the Copenhill project publicly, 
and as a consequence has to leave the Socialist People’s Party, where she has been 
a member for 25 years. Goldmann also loses her position on ARC’s board, and 
decides not to run for city council again. 

In October 2012, Copenhagen City Council meet for a final vote on Copenhill. 
Goldmann votes against the loan guarantee, all alone. Two councillors abstain: 
Normander and Rathje. 50 councillors from all parties vote for approving the loan 
guarantee. The Copenhill Crisis is over. 

Three out of the five councillors I interviewed disagree with my interpretation of 
TEA’s second Copenhill-recommendation as a rationalization. Baykal, 
Normander and Rathje all say they believe TEA produced two recommendations 
that were both factual and rational, only based on different perspectives.  

Goldmann made a similar reading, as I did. She added a declaration to the city 
council’s official minutes of the final vote on Copenhill, saying: 

“.. this motion from the Technical and Environmental Administration is in 
complete conflict with the motion presented to the committee the first time the 
case was debated (..) One can only suspect that this motion is a politically 
ordered make-believe, rather than a factual evaluation of the case.” (CCC, 2012)   

Lønborg, the Conservative councillor, has the most radical reading of all: To him 
all the recommendations from TEA were somehow politically motivated 
rationalizations.  

To sum up, the last tension point shows that bowing to political pressure, the 
city’s energy planners come up with a new document saying the Copenhill project 
is great for economy and climate. The only councillor, who still objects, is 
effectively silenced. The rest of the city council approves the plan, and the 
Copenhill Crisis is over. The intervention of the power élite has had its intended 
effect: the growth coalition defeats the green coalition. However, the growth 
coalition claim Copenhill to be the product of green rationality (which it is not). 
Thereby they prove that presenting rationalization as rationality is a principal 
strategy in the exercise of power. 

 

5.2 Alternative explanations 

The analysis presented above shows how power mechanisms short-circuit and 
corrupt the transparent democratic decision-making in Copenhagen’s city council. 
Other interpretations are also possible. Copenhagen’s Lord Mayor Jensen often 
gives a “rational choice” narrative of the decision to build Copenhill. In a recent 
interview with US media Bloomberg (Parker, 2018: March 22), Jensen says“I 
want my colleagues in other cities to know that waste incineration works, the 
technology is there. And it’s very good for the economy”. 
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Jensen basically communicates that building Copenhill is good and rational and 
that other cities should do the same. A casual remark from a senior Social 
Democrat who is close to Jensen, seems to contradict this “rational choice” 
narrative. He or she said to me in a corridor talk: 

“Well, Signe Goldman was right all along. Ooops, did I say that?” 

But let us in any case consider alternatives to a dark-side-of-planning 
interpretation of the case. What if TEA’s original arguments against Copenhill 
were fact-checked and found weak? Or what if new technical information became 
available during the decision making process, and this led TEA to a new positive 
assessment of the project? None of these alternative explanations seems plausible. 
TEA’s original arguments were not found to be weak, they were in fact strongly 
supported by the Environmental Protection Agency and independent academics 
during the Prognosis War. Later developments also proved TEA right. And no 
new technical information was produced that would justify a substantial change in 
TEA’s recommendations about Copenhill.10 At least I found no trace of such 
evidence in any of the files from TEA’s Copenhill-archives, that I have obtained 
through freedom of information act-requests. TEA simply constructed new 
arguments based on the Machiavellian Mayors’ Agreement.  

To sum up, I challenge the “Dirty Corydon” narrative because it does not 
sufficiently explain the complexities of the Copenhill Crisis and does not account 
for the influence of neoliberal ideas of iconicity and city marketing. I also 
challenge Lord Mayor Jensen’s “rational choice” narrative, because I have found 
no evidence to support it in the abundant data collected.  

5.3 Epilogue 

Today, Lønborg sees Copenhill as a key achievement in a long political carreer. 
After leaving politics, he founded an academy where he teaches local politicians 
tactics and strategies. Goldmann moved to a small house far from Copenhagen, 
and works as a photographer of gardens and flowers. Ingels, the architect, now has 
a portfolio that include high-profile projects such as Google’s headquarters and a 
rebuilding of New York’s World Trade Center. Ingels sidekick, Rocket-Madsen, 
stopped working on the chimney puffing smoke-rings. He was convicted to a life 
sentence in prison after murdering a passenger aboard his submarine.  

Frank Jensen is still as of 2019 the Lord Mayor of Copenhagen. 

 

6. Conclusion  

This case study reveals new information about the making of a power plant. It 
sheds light on the negative influence of neoliberal ideas on large public 
investments in sustainable energy infrastructure. I focus on a year-long crisis in 
the planning phase of the waste-fired Copenhill project, and ask as my research 
question: 

                                                             
10 A new prognosis predicted correctly rising numbers of inhabitants in Copenhagen. The rise in amounts of generated 
waste resulting from this was however marginal, when compared to Copenhill’s predicted 40 per cent over capacity. 
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Which visions and rationalities caused the Copenhill Crisis, and which driving 
forces influenced its outcome? 

I combined information from internal municipal documents, interviews with 
decision makers and informal corridor talk to get a rich and nuanced 
understanding of the contradictions and complexities of the case. I found that the 
crisis had roots in the way the public energy company ARC began to act like a 
private firm. ARC adopted an expansionist growth plan to build a large power 
plant with iconic architecture. This attracted local politicians wishing to brand 
Copenhagen as a green world city. I identify ARC’s plan as part of an 
entrepreneurial urban vision. However, the city’s Technical and Environmental 
Administration (TEA) was guided by a managerial vision with a strong 
sustainability focus. TEA’s analysis showed that there would not be enough 
garbage in the city to power the over-sized plant. Consequences for economy and 
environment were seen as potentially disastrous. This led TEA to try to stop the 
power plant. The clash of these two different urban visions led to the formation of 
two opposing coalitions with each their own rationality. The contradictions 
between growth rationality and green rationality caused the Copenhill Crisis. TEA 
attempted to include ARC in collaborative planning, which only led to increased 
confrontation over who has the right to create knowledge. There were members of 
national and local government in both the green coalition and in the growth 
coalition. The direct intervention of the power élite in support of a growth solution 
short-circuited the norms of transparent public decision-making. Bowing to 
political pressure, TEA produced new documents saying that the Copenhill power 
plant would be great for economy and climate. Dark planning practices led to an 
outcome that was falsely presented as a compromise between green and growth 
strategies. It was in fact a growth solution, wrapped in green arguments that were 
not rational. The case study seems to support a key proposition in theory on the 
dark side of planning: that rationality is context-dependent and that the context of 
rationality is power. The case study adds insights to theory on neoliberal urban 
planning by showing the ways neoliberal thought merges with existing socio-
economic conditions in space and time, specifically within a Nordic welfare-state 
context. It shows how public energy companies can face challenges, not only from 
neoliberal-driven privatization attempts, but also from their own neoliberal 
mentality. The case study reaffirms the strength of a Flyvbjergian approach to the 
dark side of planning in order to understand the effects of hidden power 
mechanisms on planning of public energy infrastructure. At a methodological 
level, the difficulties in gathering reliable data shows how hard it is to make 
research into the dark side of planning. If these kind of planning practices were 
transparent and easy to look into, they would not deserve to be called “dark”. 
Finally, a discussion of the study points to a need for finding ways of increasing 
real public ownership of decision making on large sustainable energy projects. 
This is urgent to defend the benefits of public ownership of energy plants against 
a neoliberal push for privatization. 
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7. Discussion 

Working on this case study has challenged and changed my understanding of 
Copenhill. Early on, a senior energy planner told me in a corridor talk that the 
plant was built only because “a BIG ski slope just popped up”. This remark 
shaped my initial perception, together with the colourful “Dirty Corydon” 
narrative. In the end, none of these two explanations seems sufficient. This thesis 
describes a far more complex picture of how neoliberal ideas and dark planning 
practices influence the making of a power plant. It is fair to argue though, that if 
neoliberal ideas were truly influential then a private company – and not a local 
public one – would run the plant. ARC is not even a public-private-partnership; 
the “most iconic form of organization” in neoliberal planning, according to 
Baeten (2018: 106). I think this proves the point that neoliberalism merges with 
specific socio-economic conditions in time and space in contradictory ways.  

Recently, new radical citizens’ platforms with emphasis on municipal ownership 
of utilities, including energy, have gained political power in South European cities 
like Naples, Barcelona and Madrid. Does this indicate the emergence of credible 
alternatives to the often told story that privatizations are the only way forward 
because public services are by nature expensive and inefficient? Some researchers 
consider that the neoliberal privatisation model is in crisis, and see strategies of 
returning to public ownership of energy infrastructure as becoming more 
widespread (Becker et al., 2015). Transnational Institute (2017) has even found 
more than 1.600 cities that have brought public services, especially in the energy 
sector, back under public control in the last decade. Alone in Germany, 
municipalities took over ownership of 284 power plants or other energy 
infrastructures. The Copenhill case relates to the ideological debate on public 
versus private energy ownership by apparently confirming neoliberal claims of the 
inefficiency of public management. However, my analysis of the case shows a 
more complex reality because the drive for over-investments had roots in ARC’s 
rush towards neoliberal free-market thinking.  

The think tank CEVEA (2017) concludes that local public ownership is key to 
explain why the Danish utility sector is a world leader in providing cheap and 
secure energy. Basic prices of electricity (before tax) are lower in Denmark than 
in any other comparable EU country, and the same goes for district heating (ibid: 
8-10). The explanation is that local public owners, either municipalities or 
cooperatives, invest far more long-sighted, and more sustainable, than private 
owners do. Also, democratic control over energy infrastructure is essential for 
sustainable transition to carbon-free and renewable energy systems. But if public 
energy companies like ARC fail to make rational and transparent democratic 
decisions on key issues, then we can hardly expect citizens to have confidence in 
public ownership, and even less to mobilize in its defence. That makes it urgent to 
radically strengthen real public ownership of planning and decision making 
processes on sustainable energy projects in new innovative ways. 
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9. Appendix 

 
General interview guide – Copenhill Crisis 

- How was the decision/conclusion to build Copenhill made and by whom? 
- Did anybody influence the decision/conclusion or could they have 

influenced it? 
- Which knowledge was available to you at that time? 
- Who provided this knowledge? 
- Considering what you knew at that time, was it a rational 

decision/conclusion that was made? 
- Why/why not? 
- Which role did the spectacular architectural design play? 
- Which alternatives existed and were they considered? 
- The renewal of an old incineration plant does not sound spectacular. But 

Copenhill is. At what point did the project become spectacular? 
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Mysterious letter sent by Corydon and Auken to Vølund (see Fourth 
Tension Point) 

 
 
 


