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 Being ‘In Place’, Being ‘Out of Place’: 

Problematising Marginalised Drug Users in Two Cities 

Background: Socially marginalised drug users when congregating in the public space on so-called 

‘open drug scenes’ are often problematised, especially in post-industrial cities which increasingly are 

engaged in attempts to attract those that are considered to be promoters of economic activity through 

processes of ‘beautification’ and ‘gentrification’. The different punitive practices that target homeless 

and marginalised drug users in the public space have been rendered visible in a range of influential 

accounts since the 1990s. However, these accounts have mostly been based on the US context and it 

has been argued that, in a European context, responses from local governments have been more 

variegated and ambivalent. 

Methods: Two case studies of the response to homeless and marginalised drug users in public space 

were investigated in the two major cities of Denmark, Aarhus and Copenhagen. In order to account 

for the differences in responses to marginalised drug users between the two cases, the different 

problematisations of their presence were investigated through document analysis and interviews with 

key stakeholders. 

Results: The marginalised drug users were seen as ‘out of place’ in the open drug scene in Aarhus, 

while the marginalised drug users in the open drug scene in Copenhagen repeatedly were discursively 

constructed as being ‘in place’ and having a historical ‘right’ to be in this particular neighbourhood. 

Conclusion: The study illustrates that, by using the concept of ‘problematisation’, it is possible to 

reveal the assumptions about the proper use of the public space that underlies responses to the 

presence of marginalised drug users. Comparisons of such problematisations render us able to see 

how similar issues of marginalised drug users and the use of the public space can be problematised 

differently in different urban spaces and how this can legitimise specific governmental responses.  

Keywords: problematisations; public space; marginalised drug users; open drug scenes 

Introduction 

Because of the sheer concentration of people living together in relatively small geographical spaces, 

cities face problems that the surrounding countryside does not. Furthermore, large cities have always 

contained more social diversity than smaller ones, as they have historically been magnets for both 

permanent migrants as well as short-term travellers and remain so today (Valverde, 2012). Because 

of this, the need for some rules for behaviour in the urban public space is rarely contested. However, 
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people will often disagree about what, exactly, such rules should be. People hold widely different 

views on what constitutes a pleasant public area, which makes the notion of ‘order’ in public space 

far from natural, self-evident and immutable (De Backer, Melgaço, Varna & Menichelli, 2016). 

Consequently, the line between legitimate complaints about offensive behaviour and intolerant 

‘fussiness’ about the ordinary hustle and bustle of everyday city life is clearly a delicate one (Thacher, 

2009).  

A phenomenon that has been perceived as a serious problem of disorder in urban contexts is the rise 

of so-called ‘open drug scenes’. During the 1970s and 1980s marginalised and disadvantaged 

individuals began congregating in public urban spaces and engaging in the usage and trading of illicit 

drugs throughout Europe as well as the US, Canada and Australia. These scenes have varied in how 

they manifest themselves with different sizes, drugs used, geographic concentration and visibility 

(Bless, Korf & Freeman, 1995). The emergence of the Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) in the 

early 1980s in particular contributed to the problematisation of these scenes, as it made the public and 

local governments aware of the possible health risks and social externalities associated with 

particularly injecting drug use (Kübler & Wälti, 2001). 

However, congregations of socially marginalised drug users were arguably not only problematised in 

terms of the perceived health risks that they pose, but also due to the aesthetic cost they infringe on 

cities that increasingly organise their activities around consumption and economic growth (Mitchell 

& Staeheli, 2006). The concern with visible homelessness and street people can be linked to the wider 

transformation of cities from industrial to post-industrial sites of consumption. In these post-industrial 

spaces of consumption, local governments are actively engaged in attracting those who are considered 

to be assets for the city’s economy and their tax revenue (Kübler & Wälti, 2001). In order to entice 

such populations, local governments are actively engaged in beautifying and modernising the inner 

city. This process has been widely known as ‘gentrification’; that is to say, the adaption of the urban 

environment to the needs and tastes of the white-collar, urban middle class. In this new urban context, 

socially marginalised individuals may be rejected, because their mere presence may be sufficient to 

cause feelings of insecurity, discomfort and anxiety, which might infringe on consumption and so-

called ‘quality of life’ of middle-class citizens (Pennay & Room, 2012; Kübler & Wälti, 2001). 

Attracting those that are considered good customers and removing those that are considered ‘bad for 

business’ has been argued to be an increasingly dominant logic of contemporary urban governance 

(Mitchell & Staeheli, 2006; Walby & Lippert, 2012). Increasingly, socially marginalised individuals 

are perceived as ‘staining’ the image of the well-functioning post-industrial city geared towards 
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consumption and the display of wealth, and socially disadvantaged groups are thus increasingly 

perceived as being ‘out of place’ (Cresswell, 1996). 

However, the policing and regulation of ‘street people’ is not a new phenomenon. Vagrancy laws that 

criminalised people who wandered from place to place without a home, employment or income, were 

first passed in 1349 in England and have since spread throughout the world (Chambliss, 1964). Across 

history vagrancy have been penalised by such diverse forms of punishment as imprisonment, fining, 

forced labour, branding and flogging (Rogers, 1991). During the 1970s, these laws were increasingly 

found to be inappropriate, because they were perceived as criminalising the status of being poor and 

in many countries the laws were repealed (Laurenson & Collins, 2007). Following this, the status of 

being without home, employment or income were no longer criminalised in itself. However, the 

concern with regulating the behaviour of ‘urban undesirables’ did not end with the vagrancy laws. 

Behaviours such as begging, sleeping in public, drinking in public and car window washing have 

since been prohibited in many places and even though these regulations purport to be neutral rules of 

behaviour in the public space, they invariably target behaviours that are commonly associated with 

homeless people (Waldron, 1991). Urban scholars have exposed the socially unjust policies and 

practices that target homeless people, especially in the US, and have rendered visible the array of 

punitive practices that bear down on homeless people and on their use of public space (Davis, 

2006/1990; Smith, 2005/1996; Mitchell, 2003; Beckett & Herbert, 2009). 

While previous studies have done much to expose how inequality operates through space in the city 

and how homeless people are particularly exposed to these processes, it has been suggested that the 

response towards homeless and ‘street’ people might be more variegated and ambiguous than prior 

accounts have proposed. It has been argued that most influential studies of the regulation of homeless 

people have been carried out in the US, where the responses might be the most punitive, and broad 

claims about how homeless people are treated have been based on studies from New York City, San 

Francisco and Los Angeles (DeVerteuil, May & von Mahs 2009; DeVerteuil, 2014). However, 

accounts based on the US context might not fit as well with the political reality in other countries and 

how local governments and other actors deal with the problem of homelessness might vary far more 

across different urban contexts. This has led to a call for more detailed empirical studies on the 

regulation of homeless people in public space (May & Cloke, 2014), as well as case studies reporting 

on the regulation of homelessness outside of the context of the US (Gowan, 2002; Mitchell, 2005; 

von Mahs, 2005). Similarly, a growing body of literature has identified more complex and 

contradictory responses, which are subsumed in accounts that only focus on overt punitiveness 
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(Aalbers 2010; Cloke, May & Johnsen 2010; May & Cloke, 2014; DeVerteuil 2006, 2014; DeVerteuil 

el al, 2009; Laurenson & Collins 2007; Van Eijk 2010; Johnsen & Fitzpatrick, 2010; Murphy, 2009).  

Kübler and Wälti (2001) have argued that, in most European cities, the responses from local 

governments have been more variegated and have oscillated between an ‘attractiveness policy’ and a 

‘social policy’ in many places. Responses have been structured by the simultaneous goals of both 

attracting and creating a favourable environment for gentrifiers and urban developers, who might 

want to see the socially disadvantaged moved out of sight, as well as a social commitment towards 

homeless and marginalised individuals. As Kübler and Wälti (2001) argue, local governments in 

Europe cannot afford to lose political support from either the gentrifiers or the socially marginalised 

and those middle-class groups that claim solidarity with them and, consequently, it might not be 

politically feasible to coercively exclude socially disadvantaged groups from city centres. However, 

even though responses might be more variegated, punitive policies targeting homeless people 

certainly still exist in a European context, as several studies have documented (Atkinson, 2003; 

MacLeod, 2002; Belina, 2007). Furthermore, recent studies on the European context have also 

documented widespread opposition and controversy around the establishment of drug consumption 

rooms, where marginalised drug users can consume their drugs while being supervised by medical 

personnel (for the French context, see Jauffret-Roustide & Cailbault, 2018, for the UK context see 

Atkinson et al., 2019).  

Against this backdrop, this article will compare two cases of the response to homeless and 

marginalised drug users in public space. The case studies concern two open drug scenes situated in 

the two major cities of Denmark, Aarhus (population: 300,000) and Copenhagen (population: 

1,200,000). In order to account for the differences in response to homeless and marginalised drug 

users between the two cases, the different problematisations of their presence will be investigated. It 

is possible to see differences in how the marginalised drug users were being portrayed and perceived 

by the media and key stakeholders in the two cases and how the governmental response to their 

presence in public space was shaped by these problematisations. In Aarhus, a group of socially 

marginalised individuals congregating at a public square in the city were seen as ostensibly ‘out of 

place’, while the socially marginal individuals in the neighbourhood of Vesterbro in Copenhagen 

repeatedly discursively constructed as being ‘in place’ and having a ‘right’ to be in the 

neighbourhood. The study illustrates that, by using the concept of ‘problematisation’, it is possible to 

draw out assumptions about the proper use of public space that underlies responses to the presence 

of homeless and marginalised drug users. Comparisons of such problematisations make us able to see 
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how similar issues of marginalised drug users and the use of public space can be discursively 

problematised quite differently and how this can legitimise specific governmental responses.  

Study background  

While drug policy in Denmark previously have been characterized by a reluctance to criminalize drug 

users, legislation introduced in 2004 put an end to the de-penalization of the possession of smaller 

amounts of drugs, which had been in place since 1969 (Houborg, 2010). Up until 2004, the default 

response for the possession of drugs which were intended for own consumption was confiscation and 

a warning. Furthermore, it was not a priority for the police to apprehend users of illicit drugs. In 2003 

the Danish government presented a white paper with the title ‘The Fight against Drugs’, which 

signalled a radical change in Danish drug policy, where all possession of drugs was now to be 

punished with at least a fine. These changes were put into practice and policy in 2004. Later, in 2007 

this new development towards zero tolerance for drug possession was underscored with the 

quadrupling of the minimum fine for the possession of drugs, which was raised from EUR 67 to EUR 

269 (Houborg, 2010).  

However, in parallel to these developments in the general drug policy, the experimentation with 

different harm reduction measures has also been widespread throughout the previous decades. For 

instance, almost concurrent with the increased sanctions for drug possession in 2007, the Copenhagen 

Police Department had already began experimenting with new methods of ‘non-enforcement’ 

towards marginalized drug users in the open drug scene of Vesterbro by 2008 (Houborg, Frank & 

Bjerge, 2014). Contradictory policies such as these have led Laursen and Jepsen (2002) to 

characterize Danish drug policy as “an ambivalent balance between control and welfare” (p. 20). 

Furthermore, since 2012, drug consumption rooms have been established in most of the major cities 

in Denmark, which led to a ‘de facto’ decriminalization for drug possession in and around these 

facilities for the target group. However, the extent of this decriminalization varied significantly 

between the different cities, whereas in Copenhagen drug possession was decriminalized for 

marginalized drug users in the entire inner part of the neighbourhood of Vesterbro (Houborg, Frank 

& Bjerge, 2014), the decriminalization in other cities was only applicable to the immediate street in 

front of the drug consumption room (Personal communication with Funen Police and Eastern Jutland 

Police). These differences in practice reflect that it was up to the municipality and the local police to 

decide what the extent of the decriminalization should be. This furthermore illustrates how the way 

specific drug policies play out is often a highly localized matter (Wodak, 2006). Even if the general, 
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national policy is based on criminalization, this criminalization can be enforced to varying degrees in 

different local contexts and general policies directed at homeless and marginalized drug users might 

also vary considerably between cities. 

Consequently, this article will compare how the presence of marginalised drug users in public space 

have been problematised differently in two different urban spaces situated in two different cities in 

Denmark. Comparing how drug policies and the problematisation of drug users may vary between 

different local contexts can provide insight into how differing rationalities of governance and 

problematisations shape drug policy responses (Houborg, Bjerge & Frank, 2018; Houborg & Bjerge, 

2011). Different assumptions about reality, morality and the proper objects of governance, 

unsurprisingly gives way to differing drug policies. 

Methods 

This article draws on an investigation of two open drug scenes in the two major cities of Denmark; 

Aarhus and Copenhagen. The first study, in Aarhus, was an investigation of a public/private policing 

project, where the municipality and an association of private businesses co-financed a private security 

firm to patrol a public square in the centre of the city. This was a response to the perceived ‘disorderly’ 

behaviour of a group of marginalised individuals who would often congregate at this square and 

engage in public drinking, drug use and other forms of socialising. Initially, the investigation of the 

case entailed following this new policy of installing private security guards at the public square as it 

unfolded in the media and in the publicly available transcripts and audio recordings of city council 

debates. These documents provided valuable information about the problematization of the 

marginalized drug users and their presence in public space. Additionally, through the media debates 

and policy documents, key stakeholders and main actors were identified. In particular, the 

identification of the network, consisting of representatives of different governmental and non-

governmental organizations, that were to follow the policy of installing security guards on the square, 

provided information on key actors. Based on this identification, in-depth, tape-recorded interviews 

were conducted with the following interview participants: two social outreach workers and one 

lawyer employed by the municipality; two representatives from Christian charities for the homeless; 

one chairman for the local organization of homeless people; one director of a homeless shelter and 

drug consumption room; two senior police officers; two homeless people; one local business owner; 

and one supervisor from the private security firm that was tasked with the job of patrolling the square. 
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In addition to this, the policing of the public square by the private security guards was observed. 

Initially, this was from a distance (14 hours), while sitting at one of the benches at the square or at a 

local café. Later, permission to conduct observations together with one of the security guards while 

on patrol was given by contacting their supervisor. Observation with this security guard took place 

on seven occasions (56 hours). Observation of the drug scene together with the chairperson of the 

national organisation for homeless people was conducted on two occasions, resulting in some 

informal chats with participants in the scene as well as two in-depth interviews with two individuals 

that were homeless at the time (5 hours). In order to gain some background information on the training 

that private security guards receive in Denmark, classroom observation of the 20-day required course 

for security guards was conducted on two occasions (15 hours). The data collection lasted 6 months 

and took place from May to October 2017. 

The second study, situated in Copenhagen, was an empirical investigation of how policing of an open 

drug scene had been organised since drug possession had been partly decriminalised in the area, 

following the introduction of several drug consumption rooms in 2012. Several documents were 

collected, both publicly available documents such as media reports and transcripts of debates in the 

city council as well as internal documents within the police, such as the weekly reports that 

documented the workings of the local police on the drug scene from week to week. Observation of a 

network meeting with local business owners was also conducted (1.5 hours) as well as observation 

with two municipally employed security guards (5 hours). Lastly, a local police officer engaged in 

foot patrol policing of the open drug scene was observed on ten occasions (59 hours) and two in-

depth, audio recorded interviews were conducted with this officer.  

In addition to this, interviews with different stakeholders were conducted, including: the head of the 

local police, the head of a homeless shelter, the manager of a soup kitchen and health clinic, the 

supervisor of the largest drug consumption room, a social outreach worker, two supervisors of 

municipal security guards operating in the neighbourhood, a representative from a high school in the 

neighbourhood, two representatives from a legal aid organisation specialising in the legal needs of 

marginalised drug users as well as four different local business owners in the area. The interview 

participants were not chosen at random. The interviewees, who worked at the various facilities that 

offered services to the marginalized drug users, were identified through my observations together 

with the local police officer. The interviewed business owners were identified through an open letter 

to the Mayor that was co-signed by representatives from a group of businesses, who were dissatisfied 

with the current state of affairs in and around the relatively new drug consumption room that had 
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been placed in the neighbourhood. In that regard, the interview persons were those business owners 

who had taken the largest interest in the issue of the drug consumption room and had been most active 

in the public debate concerning the open drug scene. 

The media reports and recorded city council debates were most important in analysing the project of 

installing private security guards in Aarhus. This might relate to the fact that this policy was just being 

established simultaneously with my observations and consequently the issue was debated both in the 

media and in the city council. In other words, there was a ‘controversy’, as Latour (2005) calls it, 

surrounding the marginalized drug users and the private security guards that could be studied, rather 

than an already established ‘fact’. This made it possible to study the process of problematization in 

these various documents. In the case of Copenhagen, the change in policing practices and the 

establishment of the drug consumption rooms had taken place years before my observations and 

consequently the ‘controversy’ and debate surrounding these issues had settled down. Therefore, in 

order to get at the problematizations and discourses in this research setting, interviews proved more 

useful. However, there was some ‘controversy’ surrounding the establishment of the most recent drug 

consumption room, which resulted in the aforementioned open letter to the mayor of Copenhagen and 

this letter was highly useful in order to obtain information about the problematization of the presence 

of the marginalized drug users in the Copenhagen context. 

While the specific policing practices of the policing agents in these two cases have been considered 

in other publications, this article will more thoroughly consider the political context of the cases and 

investigate the respective problematisation of the open drug scenes and the marginalised drug users 

inhabiting them in the two cases, in order to compare the responses to the open drug scenes and reveal 

similarities and differences between these responses. Even though both cases are situated in a small 

welfare state like Denmark, the problematisations about the presence of marginalised drug users 

differed widely in the two cases. This was related to specific narratives about the history of the two 

neighbourhoods the cases concerned and whether the marginalised drug users were seen as having a 

‘right’ to that neighbourhood or were seen as being ‘out of place’. 

Problematising the use of public space 

In analysing the cases, the article uses the notion of ‘problematisation’ as it has been developed by 

Foucault and various post-Foucauldian scholars. This entails an inquiry into “how and why certain 

things (behaviour, phenomena, processes) become a problem” (Foucault, 1983, p. 66). How certain 

things become objects of government relates to how they become problematised and what ‘solutions’ 
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are posed to these emerging ‘problems’ (Bacchi, 2009; 2012a; 2012b). The starting point of an 

analysis of problematizations is the proposed ‘solutions’ to different ‘problems’ (Bacchi, 2012b). As 

Rose and Miller (1992) have noted, “government is a problematising activity” (p. 181, emphasis in 

original). Throughout history, different authorities have measured “the real against the ideal and 

found it wanting” (Rose & Miller, 1992, p. 181) and by that created a ‘problem’ that they could 

attempt to alleviate. By studying how problems emerge as problems, the presumed natural state of 

these as problematic is called into question. This makes it possible to investigate the assumptions that 

underlie specific problematisations. As governing takes place through particular problematisations, 

this approach makes it possible to investigate the relationship between different problematisations 

and their connection to specific governmental practices and responses. Studying problematisations 

can illustrate that certain ways of thinking can reflect specific institutional and/or cultural contexts 

rather than being immutable and self-evident (Bacchi, 2012a). This denaturalises specific ways of 

perceiving issues and alerts us to the fact that things can always be otherwise. 

Cresswell (1996) has specifically analysed how behaviour and specific individuals in the public space 

have been problematised or judged as being ‘out of place’. Cresswell (1996) argues that conflict over 

the proper use of public space produces ‘normative geographies’, which express what is ‘in place’ 

and what is ‘out of place’, which are defined by those with the power to do so (Cresswell, 1996). For 

Cresswell (1996), expectations about behaviour and the judgment of things as being either ‘in place’ 

or as ‘out of place’ are important in the “construction, maintenance, and evolution of ideological 

values” (p. 4, emphasis added). Although while the study of problematisations entails putting into 

question accepted ‘truths’, in the Foucauldian reading utilised in this article, this does not necessarily 

entail the unmasking of ideological manipulation. Rather, the study of problematisations can simply 

aid us in understanding the thinking that constitutes our ‘current condition’ and how this is constituted 

(Bacchi, 2012a). First we will consider the problematisation of marginalised drug users on a public 

square in the city centre of Aarhus and then we will consider the problematisation of marginalised 

drug users in the neighbourhood of Vesterbro in Copenhagen.  

Being ‘out of place’ in the city centre of Aarhus 

Congregations of individuals in public that engage in drug use and other forms of socializing had 

been problematized in Aarhus since at least the 1960s, when young teenagers gathered in the Town 

Hall Park and experimented with various psychoactive drugs as part of the ‘youth revolt’ (Dahl, 

2008). After the youth revolt had settled down, the individuals who frequented these so-called ‘open 
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drug scenes’ changed and increasingly consisted of a group of socially ‘marginal’ and ‘vulnerable’ 

people (Dahl, 2008). The police and municipal authorities in Aarhus responded in various ways to 

the emergence of different open drug scenes in various places in the city. During the 1990s, the 

injection of heroin in public became rarer, while the consumption of large amounts of alcohol 

increased, especially in combination with the use of methadone, due to a growth in the prevalence of 

methadone substitution treatment for individuals addicted to heroin (Dahl, 2008; Houborg, 2006; 

2012). Perhaps as a consequence of the increasing prevalence of heavy drinking, the municipality 

introduced a ban on alcohol consumption outside of licensed bars, in the shopping street in the city 

as well as the adjacent public squares (Dahl, 2008). 

At the time of this study, the public square called Klostertorvet had instead become the largest open 

drug scene in the city and a central meeting place for marginalised drug users in Aarhus. This was a 

public square located in a central area of Aarhus that connected with the main shopping street in a 

mixed residential and shopping area. In the summer of 2016, local business owners complained that 

a group of individuals consisting of drug users, heavy drinkers and homeless people were causing a 

disturbance on the public town square, effectively infringing on their opportunities to run a business 

in the area. According to a local newspaper, for the business owners “violence, threatening behaviour 

and disorder” were an everyday experience, which according to them made customers stay away from 

the area and their establishments (Hansen & Christensen, 2016, July 6). Consequently, one of the 

business owners criticised the local government in the local newspaper for how they were handling 

the situation:  

The municipality have to give up their misunderstood philanthropy and clean up in order for these 

problems to be solved. I think the local government fails us immensely. They just want ‘dialogue’, 

but you can’t talk to 90 percent of these people. They are violent and addicted. One thing is the 

violence amongst themselves, but when passing citizens ask them to turn it down, the violence 

turns on them. I’ve seen a lot of punches being thrown (Hansen & Christensen, 2016, July 6) 

The problem, according to this spokesman for the business owners, was twofold. First, a group of 

individuals were causing havoc on the square and ruining the possibility to run a legitimate business 

for anyone and, second, the municipality did not do anything about this. The municipality was 

defined as being engaged in a ‘misunderstood philanthropy’ instead of ‘solving the problem’. The 

solution to this is also proposed, which is to ‘clean up’ the streets. Furthermore, these individuals 

were defined as violent and addicted to drugs and they were spoken about as a cohesive group, 
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because the violence that took place within the group were seen as different from the violence 

directed at ‘citizens passing by’.  

In the city council, this issue was taken up by two right-wing parties that put forward a motion entitled 

‘Safety on the public squares of the city’ [DA: Tryghed på byens torve]. There was widespread 

agreement in the city council that the situation at Klostertorvet indeed constituted a problem and that 

something had to be done about it and the business owners were perceived as legitimate complainants. 

The role of the square and the individuals that congregated there was, however, more contested. Some 

representatives from the right were clear on the matter:  

The city centre … should be safe and accessible to all those citizens who want to take part and 

enjoy it in a responsible and sensible manner. It should not be a hangout for criminal and violent 

drug addicts (City council member, The Conservative Peoples’ Party) 

The Conservative council member also defines the individuals congregating on the square as 

‘criminal’, ‘violent’ and ‘drug addicts’ in the same way as the business owner. Moreover, he defines 

the town square as a place for ‘responsible’ and ‘sensible’ interaction and thus not an appropriate 

place for these individuals to ‘hang out’. As he expressed in a later city council meeting: 

… our point of departure is the very large group of ordinary citizens, business owners and 

residents in these areas, who suffer great damage by the behaviour of a small group … Our opinion 

is that some people have to be there, and some people are allowed to be there … And those people 

that are allowed to be there, have to adjust themselves to the terms which are acceptable to other 

people (City council member, Conservative Peoples’ Party) 

In this excerpt, the division made between ‘the ordinary citizens’ and the small group of street people 

hanging out on the square is very clear and the behaviour of this small group is said to ‘damage’ the 

larger group of ordinary citizens. According to this representative, the public square should be a place 

where ‘ordinary’ citizens could spend their time and where businesses could thrive and cater to these 

citizens, without the interference of a small group of socially marginalised individuals. By referring 

to the ‘ordinary’ citizens the council member naturalises the territorial claim of the middle class over 

the public square. The socially marginal individuals could be allowed to be there, but it had to be on 

terms that the ‘ordinary’ people found acceptable. Somewhat contrary to this, the appointed head of 

social affairs, representing a left-wing party, insisted in his speech that the city should be for everyone:  



12 
 

Aarhus should be a city for everyone, including the socially marginal people … but the situation 

on Klostertorvet should not be ignored. There are many situations that undermine the feeling of 

safety of the residents and sometimes these situations also produce some very troublesome 

conditions for those who run a business there (City council meeting, head of social affairs, 

Socialist Peoples’ Party) 

The head of social affairs defines the town square as a public place that should be open to use for 

everyone. However, at the same time he states that there had been many ‘situations’ that were 

problematic and undermined the safety of both residents and business owners. The main definition of 

the behaviour of the individuals congregating on the square as problematic is thus accepted by him 

as well. Likewise, one of the business owners in the area argued in an interview, that the public square 

should be able to be inclusive of marginalised individuals, but only to a certain extent: 

The problem with Klostertorvet is that we have outdoor seating and there are many people 

outdoors with different backgrounds. Of course there should be room for some of the 

marginalised people to sit there and play on their guitar, even though they might do this on 

inappropriate times. But it should not be concentrated here. When you have drug addicts then 

you also have drug dealers. And then you also have debt and a lot of internal commotion erupts 

… The crime rate is extremely high here. We have seen weapons and no one is doing anything 

about it (Business owner, Klostertorvet) 

Like the policy makers and representatives in the city council, this business owner argued that the 

marginalised individuals should be allowed to stay on the public square, but only in so far as they 

behaved in a manner that did not cause a nuisance to other people and possibly undermined their 

sense of safety. Furthermore, this business owner explained how he had pressured the local 

government through the media to do something about the problem. He recounts how he had been to 

a meeting with the head of social affairs and how he at first had been dismissive about doing anything 

about the issue, but later were convinced because of the pressure from the media and other political 

representatives in the city council: 

[At the meeting] the head of social affairs said that we had to accept that the public square not 

exclusively were a place for people from the suburbs who wanted to drink Café Latte. It was 

very provoking … However, because of pressure through the newspaper and other politicians 

he had to eventually do something about it … We [the business owners] put pressure on him 

through the local newspaper … We made a proposal ourselves, that was very ‘not Danish’, so 
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the municipality had to do something about it … When they could not come up with a better 

solution, they ended up financing a large part of our proposal of installing private security 

guards (Business owner, Klostertorvet) 

As the business owner explained, by putting pressure on the local government through the local 

newspaper, the municipality ended up financing a large part of a project of installing private security 

guards on the square. This was part of a proposal put forward by two right-wing representatives and 

consisted of a short-term plan and a long-term plan. The long-term plan was to make designated 

spaces, so-called ‘safe zones’ [DA: hellesteder], for the marginalised drug users in several places in 

the city in order to spread them out instead of having them congregate on the public square. The short-

term plan was to install private security guards on the public square. The policy proposal about 

designated ‘safe zones’ was largely applauded and framed as being in the interests of the marginalised 

individuals by the head of social affairs: 

They are concentrated on a very, very small place [the public square]. So the ambition is to create 

new safe zones … which hopefully can make it more pleasant to be homeless, more pleasant to 

be socially marginal and make these people feel more safe, but also make it more pleasant and 

safe to be a business owner, tourist or user of the city centre (City council meeting, head of social 

affairs, Socialist Peoples’ Party) 

The policy of creating these designated safe zones in other parts of the city in order to depopulate the 

public square was presented as an improvement and as favourable to homeless people in the city, who 

were thought to be suffering from congregating on the small public square. The other proposal of 

installing private security guards on the square was initially contested and questioned by several 

representatives from the left and they argued that it should be the police who handled issues of 

disorder and crime in public space. The head of social affairs stated that: 

In my view it is the police who knows best when to intervene … the division of labour between 

the municipality and the police is important (Head of social affairs, Socialist Peoples’ Party) 

Additionally, another representative argued that: 

In case that someone does something criminal, then we have the police who we use in that 

regard, that is not a job for security guards (City council member, The Red-Green Alliance) 

In other words, the two council members argued that if the issue was one of violence and crime, then 

the police would be the right governmental body to deal with it. In arguing this, the issue about 
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jurisdictional divides between the municipality and the police were being raised (Valverde, 2011; 

2014). The response to this was that the security guards were not supposed to be ‘punitive’, but rather 

they should enter into a ‘dialogue’ with the individuals at the square and engage in ‘social care’ with 

them (City council member, The Conservative Peoples’ Party). In foregrounding the ‘social’ 

properties of how these security guards were supposed to operate, the representatives suggesting the 

proposal were redefining the problem as a social rather than a criminal one. In doing this, the city 

council members simultaneously also redefined the issue as one that did indeed fall under the 

jurisdiction of the municipality and not the police. Following this argumentation, the proposal was 

supported and largely accepted from all the representatives in the city council. 

The security guards did not have any formal authority and consequently they could not arrest or expel 

anyone from the public square. Instead, the security guards were to engage in informal chats with the 

individuals at the square and try to manage things non-coercively and, if things got ‘out of hand’, 

they were supposed to call the police. The ambition of the project was that the presence of security 

guards and their socialising with the intoxicated individuals at the square could make these people 

gradually regulate themselves in a manner that was seen as more appropriate to their surroundings, 

without the security guards necessarily imposing constraints on their behaviour coercively, but 

instead by appealing to them to behave differently (for more on how the private security guards were 

policing the public square, see Kammersgaard, forthcoming).  

In conclusion, the marginalised drug users and their behaviour on the public square was seen as ‘out 

of place’ by both the business owners and the local politicians (Cresswell, 1996). Consequently, their 

behaviour had to be adjusted to fit the socio-spatial expectations of behaviour in that particular time 

and place or they would have to be moved to other parts of the city. The strategy for doing this was 

to establish designated ‘safe zones’ in other parts of the city that could act as gathering places for 

marginalised drug users and to install private security guards in the central public square. 

Having considered the problematisation of marginalised drug users in the city centre of Aarhus, we 

will now turn to the problematisation of marginalised drug users in the neighbourhood of Vesterbro 

in Copenhagen. 

Having a ‘right’ to the neighbourhood in Vesterbro, Copenhagen 

The main open drug scene in Copenhagen is located in the neighbourhood of Vesterbro just south of 

the Copenhagen Central Station. This drug scene emerged during the 1980s when homeless people 
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and marginalised drug users relocated to the area as a consequence of increasing gentrification and 

urban renewal in other parts of the city (Frantzsen, 2003, 2005; Jepsen & Laursen, 1998; Houborg, 

Frank & Bjerge, 2014). The relocation of drug scenes from other parts of Copenhagen to Vesterbro 

in the 1980s resulted in widespread complaints from residents and local businesses in the 

neighbourhood, which led the Copenhagen police department to develop a response to the public drug 

use and nuisance caused by injecting drug users in the area. This strategy was called Drug Strategy 

90 [DA: Narko Strategi 90] (Frantzsen, 2003; Jepsen and Laursen, 1998). The strategy relied on 

intense drug law enforcement and patrolling of the neighbourhood in order to charge anyone in 

possession of illicit drugs as well as an intensified investigation and prosecution of drug dealing 

performed by a special drug squad. The strategy towards the drug users was to ‘stress’ them in order 

to disperse and prevent them from congregating in central parts of the neighbourhood (Houborg, 

Frank & Bjerge, 2014). Overall the policing of the open drug scene could be characterised as punitive 

and repressive throughout the 1980s, 1990s and most of the 2000s. 

However, in 2012 legislation that allowed drug consumption facilities was passed in the Danish 

parliament. The target group for these facilities was people over 18 years who had a “strong addiction 

as a consequence of a long and persistent abuse of drugs” (Law on euphoriant substances §3b). In 

connection to the establishment of drug consumption facilities, it was stressed that the police should 

not ‘normally’ charge for the possession of illicit drugs for personal use in the ‘immediate vicinity’ 

of the drug consumption rooms if the person in question belonged to the target group of the facilities 

(Ministry of Health, 2012, June 13). The local police together with the municipality were to decide 

how ‘immediate vicinity’ should be interpreted for operational purposes in their specific context. In 

Copenhagen a fairly broad definition was decided upon and most of the neighbourhood of Inner 

Vesterbro was included in a so-called ‘non-enforcement zone’, where the possession of illicit drugs 

was effectively ‘de facto’ decriminalised for the target group of the drug consumption rooms 

(Houborg, Bjerge & Frank, 2014).  

Following the establishment of the latest drug consumption room, which was considered the largest 

drug consumption room in the Nordic countries in the Meatpacking District of the neighbourhood in 

2016, a group of business owners complained about the situation to the mayor in an open letter. 

Despite the name of the district most of the meat industry had long moved out of the neighbourhood 

and a range of small, creative businesses had instead emerged in the old industrial buildings. The 

letter was co-written by four individuals, all of whom were renting buildings from the municipality 

in the Meatpacking District and signed by 40 business owners in the neighbourhood.  
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Dear Mayor, 

We are a network of renters and owners in the Meatpacking District, who, through the last couple 

of years, have experienced a marked increase in the amount of garbage and the prevalence of 

burglaries in our buildings as well as an increasingly unpleasant working environment for our 

employees … We believe that this is a consequence of the opening of the drug consumption room 

H17 … We all recognise that the drug users have a right to be here as well and we welcome the 

drug consumption room to our neighbourhood … But the municipality believed that the 

establishment of H17 would decrease the problems and that the municipality could stop their 

funding of the increased cleaning program, which is a line of reasoning that makes no sense to us 

… However, we are convinced the Meatpacking District can become a safe place again with an 

increase in cleaning services and improved social assistance to the drug users (Open letter to the 

mayor) 

The business owners in the Meatpacking District did not argue for the exclusion of the drug users 

from the area. As they write in the letter, they recognised that the drug users had a ‘right’ to be in the 

city and also in their specific neighbourhood. Their critique was that the municipality did not follow 

up the establishment of the drug consumption room with the increased cleaning and removal of drug-

related garbage, as well as an increase in the social services available to the drug users. In a response 

to this, the mayor of Copenhagen was cited for the following statement in a local newspaper: 

One of the things that make Copenhagen unique is that we are a mixed city where people from 

widely different backgrounds can live side by side. I think it is commendable that the business 

owners in the Meatpacking District agree that socially marginal people also should be able to be 

in an attractive and central place such as the Meatpacking District. But, of course, it is about 

balance, in order to secure a good relationship between the business owners and the users of the 

drug consumption room. In Copenhagen we take on a big social responsibility and we should keep 

doing that (Langaa, 2017, September 27) 

As is evident from this excerpt, the mayor was also engaged in describing Copenhagen as a diverse 

city, which was capable of managing social diversity and taking ‘social responsibility’ for 

marginalised individuals. Furthermore, he acknowledges the complaints from the business owners in 

the Meatpacking District as legitimate and he applauds that the business owners did not lobby for the 

removal of the drug users or the drug consumption room, but that they recognised the rights of the 

marginalised drug users to be in the neighbourhood. 
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In a later interview, one of the authors of the open letter to the mayor further explained why they had 

not lobbied for the removal of the drug consumption room and the marginalised drug users:  

… the drug addicts have been here for a thousand years … You can push them away with security 

guards and the police, which does not help or you can try to integrate them in the rest of the society 

… It is like: ‘You are allowed to be here, and we are allowed to be here’ (Business owner 1, 

Meatpacking District) 

Instead of lobbying for the removal of the drug users or for the relocation of the drug consumption 

room, the business owner emphasised how the marginalised drug users should be integrated into ‘the 

rest of society’ and how they should be allowed to be in the neighbourhood. Another business owner 

also stressed how removing the drug users were seen as unrealistic and unfair. 

The old residents at Vesterbro tell the newcomers to the Vesterbro neighbourhood, that ‘the drug 

users were here before you, pal’ … That’s how it is … Vesterbro … are proud of their social 

issues and proud of how they deal with them. It’s very strong. Incredible how it might have 

happened, but it is damn lucky that that’s the way it is (Business owner 2, Meatpacking District) 

The presence of drug users in the neighbourhood was taken as a matter of fact and to simply exclude 

these individuals was not seen as either a realistic or socially acceptable solution. As the business 

owners argue, ‘the drug users were here first’ and consequently they also have a right to be here. This 

view was also reflected by one of the local police officers, who in an interview described the residents 

in the neighbourhood as being widely tolerant of the drug users and their presence in the area. 

In my experience the residents are very, very tolerant. You can say that a Vesterbro citizen is one 

that wants to improve Vesterbro and make it into a place where there is room for everyone. There 

is great social insight (Police officer) 

While the drug users were recognised as having a right to be in the city, their presence could still 

cause some very concrete problems, such as dangerous drug waste and human excrement in front of 

the business owners’ buildings, which they saw as the responsibility of the municipality to allocate 

sufficient resources to handle. The key to solving those concrete problems was not then seen to be 

excluding the drug users from the neighbourhood, but rather to make sure that their circumstances 

were better, which, in turn, would lead to a more peaceful and less violent and aggressive drug scene.  

The police officer argued something similar in the interview: 
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The more we help the drug users, the more peace we will have in the streets. In that way it is a 

win-win situation for everyone … some of the business owners in Vesterbro are affected by the 

drug scene and that might be the reason that we [the police] are given some resources to deal with 

it, as opposed to other parts of the city which are more isolated … Where there are not as many 

residents and business owners … Out of sight, out of mind (Police officer) 

This police officer and the local police force were engaged in what could be termed ‘harm reduction 

policing’ by reducing the harm and victimisation that marginalised drug users in the neighbourhood 

experienced (see Kammersgaard, 2019). In this excerpt the officer describes how helping the 

marginalised drug users might ultimately also provide a more peaceful environment and 

neighbourhood for the business owners and the residents. This is the same line of reasoning that the 

business owners subscribed to when they complained to the local government that the shelters, drug 

treatment and cleaning should receive more resources, rather than that the drug users should be 

removed by force. Furthermore, the officer describes how the business owners had been a factor in 

securing resources to help the marginalised drug users in the neighbourhood, rather than a factor 

that tried to push the drug users out of the neighbourhood. He argued that the local police in this 

particular neighbourhood had the opportunity to prioritise engaging with the drug scene and the 

socially marginalised people there, because business owners and middle-class residents were 

demanding it. 

Discussion 

In this article, two case studies of the problematisation of marginalised drug users in public space 

have been presented. The two cases illustrate that how homeless and marginalised individuals in 

public space are problematised can have widespread implications for how they are dealt with in 

practice and the cases simultaneously illustrate how problematisations and governmental responses 

to the presence of marginalised drug users in public space are highly locally determined, reflecting 

the fact that all drug policy, ultimately, is locally shaped and defined (Wodak, 2006). The 

problematisation of the marginalised drug users was closely tied to narratives and stories about what 

the particular neighbourhoods or urban spaces was and should be like, what Cresswell (1996) would 

call the ‘normative geographies’ of those particular urban spaces. By studying these ‘normative 

geographies’ and the problematisations that give rise to them, the presumed natural state of these 

narratives about our cities and neighbourhoods is called into question (Bacchi, 2009; 2012a; 2012b). 

This makes it possible to investigate the underlying, unexamined moral assumptions that motivate 
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specific problematisations and responses to the use of our public spaces and can help us to reconsider 

these. 

The cases were similar insofar as the presence of marginalised drug users was presented as a problem 

in both. Furthermore, the two cases were similar due to the fact that overtly punitive measures and 

coercive exclusion against these people were not politically acceptable in either. This constitutes a 

very different political environment than the one that has been documented in the US context, such 

as in Smith’s (2005/1996) influential account of ‘revanchism’ which constituted ‘revengeful and 

reactionary’ (Smith, 2005/1996, p. xix) measures against homeless and other socially marginalised 

people. It is also different from the practices of ‘banishment’ documented by Beckett and Herbert 

(2009), who found proactive and permanent exclusion of homeless people from city centres in order 

to secure property values and public safety to be a widespread strategy in several American cities. 

Rather, in these two cases the placement and behaviour of homeless and socially marginalised 

individuals were sought to be managed through less coercive methods, including measures that 

supposedly should help these individuals while at the same time contribute to more orderly and 

peaceful public spaces. 

While there were a great deal of similarities between the two cases, there were also significant 

differences. In the first city, Aarhus, the socially marginalised individuals who congregated on one 

of the public squares of the city were largely seen as being ‘out of place’ (Cresswell, 1996). They 

were seen as infringing on the ability of ‘ordinary’ people to enjoy the public space and specifically 

they were perceived as damaging the ability of business and café owners’ ability to attract customers. 

Consequently, the local government attempted to modify the behaviour of the individuals at the 

square and to relocate some of them to different parts of the city, by establishing so-called ‘safe zones’ 

that were supposed to disperse the individuals away from prime urban spaces and attract them towards 

more marginal, hidden areas of the city. In that way, the logic of the policy was in some sense 

exclusionary, since it operated partly with the aim of relocating marginalised drug users away from 

the city centre. However, the policy was presented as being in the interests of the marginalised drug 

users themselves and by that the exclusionary intent was somewhat “obscured by a language of 

compassion” (Murphy, 2009, p. 306). As Murphy (2009) argued, while a progressive political 

landscape rendered it unacceptable to simply remove homeless people from public space in San 

Francisco, the policies towards the homeless that were presented as ‘compassionate’, still operated in 

a fundamentally exclusionary manner. This is comparable to the policies of ‘safe zones’ in Aarhus, 
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which were presented as being to the benefit of the marginalised drug users, but ultimately served the 

purpose of relocating these away from the city centre and the popular public squares.   

On the other hand, in the specific neighbourhood of Vesterbro in Copenhagen, the marginalised drug 

users were largely perceived as being ‘in place’ (Cresswell, 1996). They were portrayed as an integral 

part of the neighbourhood and the story that the residents told each other about the neighbourhood. 

Consequently, moving them out of the area was not seen as an option. Furthermore, the business 

owners in the Meatpacking District, a part of the neighbourhood where a very large drug consumption 

facility had recently been placed, did not lobby for the relocation of this facility. Rather, they argued 

that the local government had to allocate more resources to cleaning the area as well as more resources 

towards managing housing issues, drug treatment and harm reduction initiatives. In this way, the 

business owners reasoned that ample resources for developing social policies for the drug users would 

simultaneously make the drug scene less violent and aggressive and, in turn, make the general public 

space more pleasant and suitable for operating their businesses. In this reasoning, the classic 

opposition between ‘social policy’ and ‘attractiveness policy’, was somewhat dissolved, since 

engaging in ‘social policy’ was thought of as also benefitting the business owners and residents and 

as producing an attractive urban space for everyone (Kübler & Wälti, 2001). Such reasoning seem 

contrary to how discourses about the presence of marginalised drug users have played out in other 

neighbourhoods in both the US and Europe (Jauffret-Roustide & Cailbault, 2018; Atkinson et al., 

2019). A study by Davidson and Howe (2014) documented the widespread opposition from residents 

towards the relocation of a needle exchange service in a neighbourhood of San Francisco, even though 

this particular neighbourhood had a long history of an active injecting drug use scene. In that regard, 

the case of Vesterbro, Copenhagen may illustrate a neighbourhood where the usual NIMBY (Not-In-

My-Back-Yard) arguments where not seen as legitimate and valid as in most other studied contexts.  

The cases also reveal how business owners can play a fundamental role in shaping the responses of 

local governments towards homeless and marginalised drug users. In the first city, Aarhus, the 

business owners at the public square were pressuring the local government to provide solutions to 

what they saw as a situation that infringed on their ability to run a business. Likewise, the business 

owners in Vesterbro, Copenhagen, were lobbying for the local government to take action regarding 

the marginalised drug users present in the neighbourhood. However, in the case of Vesterbro this call 

for action took the form of demands for increases in harm reduction and social policy activities. In 

this way, business owners can play a substantial role in the policy-making regarding marginalised 

drug users and push the policy in either a ‘attractiveness policy’ direction, based on exclusionary 
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measures, or in a ‘social policy’ direction, based on more inclusionary measures (Kübler & Wälti, 

2001).   

This simultaneously demonstrates how the notion of ‘tolerance’ can be a ‘dangerous concept’ 

(Valentine, 2008). According to Walzer (1999), tolerance only manifests itself in relations of 

‘inequality’. This is due to the fact that the act of toleration is a “courtesy that a dominant or privileged 

group has the power to extent to, or withhold from, others” (Valentine, 2008, p. 329). Because of this, 

everyday toleration and civility might obscure and leave untouched larger questions about inequality 

and power (Wemyss, 2006). The presence of marginalised drug users may be tolerated to some extent 

in these two cases; however, due to the fact that it is the business owners and the housed public that 

have ‘the power to tolerate’, current policies of harm reduction and social welfare might be fragile if 

sensibilities were to turn against the drug users and local business owners and residents in the area 

were to lobby for the removal of drug consumption rooms and a more prohibitionist and law 

enforcement-based approach. This highlights the precarious situation that marginalised drug users 

have in public space today. 
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