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1. The future of social housing seems
to be an outdated topic
When we hear politicians talking about housing,
they are usually talking about owner-occupation (Kemeny, 1981). And anywhere we look at the dynamics of
the housing market, we see the share of owneroccupation on the rise. Everywhere, the social (nonmarket) rented sector is on the defensive.
There are considerable differences among the countries of the European Union. Especially in Great Britain,
Germany, and the Netherlands, but also in Denmark, the
relative – and in some cases also the absolute – volume
of the social rented sector is in decline. In France and
Sweden, on the other hand, the sector is showing signs
of stabilization or even slight expansion.
The table on the following page gives an overview
of the distribution of the housing stock by tenure for
each member state of the European Union. First we look
at the share of social rented housing. After the Netherlands, lonely at the top, come Denmark, the United
Kingdom, and Austria, whereas the share of social
rented units in Southern Europe, Luxembourg, and Belgium is decidedly low.
European countries differ widely with respect to the
share of owner-occupiers with a mortgage debt. Denmark, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom are the
indisputable leaders in that league, followed by Ireland

and Luxembourg. Owner-occupiers with a mortgage
debt are notably scarce in Southern Europe, followed by
Germany and Austria.
As the table shows, the differences are most pronounced between Southern Europe, on the one hand,
and Western and Central Europe, on the other. The predominant situation in Southern Europe is homeownership without a mortgage, and the social rented sector is
marginal there. In Western Europe, the social rented
sector is still substantial in a number of countries, and
the high proportion of owner-occupiers with a mortgage
debt is striking. In most Eastern European countries,
owner-occupation is more than 70%, sometimes even
more than 90%.

2. Public promotion of owneroccupation
Many governments pursue a political agenda that
promotes owner-occupation (Kemeny, 1981). This
seems paradoxical, since renting is a more flexible tenure and governments everywhere are concerned about
rigidities on the labour market. Traditionally, mobility
in the housing market has been strongly interrelated
with labour-market mobility. In that light, one would assume that governments that call for more flexibility on
the labour market would also argue in favour of greater
flexibility on the housing market – and thus in favour of
renting.
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In all developed countries, residential mobility is
housing: the more homeownership there is, the less somuch higher in the rental sector than in the homeownercial housing there will be.
ship sector, even when correcting for the composition of
In the Netherlands, the national government expects
the population occupying those sectors (Clark & Dielethe housing associations to sell off a substantial part of
man, 1996). But what the governments are trying to
their rental stock – about 500,000 units in 10 years – to
achieve – an increase in the share of homeownership –
prospective homeowners. However, in the absence of
would seem to actually
any Right-to-Buy legislahamper mobility. Moretion, the government
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In countries like the
United Kingdom and the
Netherlands, the share of the commercial rented sector
has shrunk dramatically – indeed, the current level
seems to be the rock-bottom minimum. Households that
are unable (or unwilling) to purchase a dwelling have
almost no choice but to turn to the social rented sector.
But even there, they may have a hard time finding a
dwelling because of the eligibility criteria.
The continuing rise in the rate of owner-occupation
has been accompanied by a decline in the market share
of social rented housing. Notably, the United Kingdom
introduced the Right-to-Buy for council tenants in 1980.
This legislation clearly illustrates the current zero-sum
game in play between homeownership and social rented

The question now is
how, in developed and
developing countries, housing for lower-income groups
can best be arranged. Our Dutch experience leads us to
approach this issue in the following way.
If a particular housing sector is specifically designed for the poor, it will be considered poor by design.
Very soon, a stigma will become attached to such public
housing estates, as experience with public housing in
the United States has shown.
If residents in such housing improve their financial
position, a dilemma soon threatens: should these households be allowed to stay undisturbed where they are,
with the consequence that to some extent, public sup-
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port will be granted to households that do not need it?
Alternatively, should one try to persuade – or even
oblige – these households to move to more expensive
dwellings, theregy diminishing consumer sovereignty
on the housing market and leading to a homogeneous
population on public rental estates?
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4. From property subsidies to
housing allowances
Housing support of the demand side has a number
of advantages:
1.

It does not distort the market as much as property
subsidies, so it can combine a real consumer soverFinally, everywhere in the world critical questions
eignty on the housing market (when the general
are being asked about the efficiency of public producers
housing shortages are over) with a level playing
and service providers.
field for housing providers, who
In the Netherlands, the choice
have to compete with each other.
was made in the 19th century for the
This will stimulate the efficiency
private provision of social housing:
Housing support on
and the dynamics in the housing
public tasks carried out under public
provision considerably.
the demand side
scrutiny by private organizations –
2. It is targeted to the households
the housing associations. That apwho need such a support the
pears to have led to professional
Demand-side approaches
most. By definition, poor famihousing managers operating within a
do not distort the market,
lies will take advantage of houspublic legal framework.
can be targeted to families
ing allowances. As soon as their
In the United Kingdom, we can
that need help the most,
income increases, the housing
now observe a similar tendency.
and avoid the stigma
support will decrease. A difficult
There we see a tradition of public
theme here is the poverty trap.
associated with social
housing providers: local housing auProperty subsidies are given to
housing estates. At
thorities, which are now being renew dwellings, where we find
present,
in
the
placed at a rapid rate by private, but
mostly middle-income groups.
Netherlands, property
nevertheless social, housing associaWhen their income increases,
subsidies have been
tions. The privatization of social
the property subsidies keep comlandlords, while at the same time
abandoned in favour of
ing: the targeting of property
maintaining a robust public legal
housing allowances.
subsidies is a very weak point.
framework, could also be considered
3. When we support the demand
in other countries.
side, the danger of stigma and
A substantial increase in the share of social rented
spatial segregation is much less than in the case of
dwellings would certainly be worthwhile in most counproperty subsidies given to certain estates. There
tries, not only because the need for housing for loware more opportunities for a mixed population in
income households is so great, but also because the soneighbourhoods and estates than in the property
cial rented sector functions better when it accommosubsidies system.
dates a highly differentiated population: not only the
In the Netherlands, when the transition from proppoorest, but also a broad array of middle-income
erty
subsidies to housing allowances was put into force,
groups. This diversity prevents stigmatization and leads
for
a
period of about 20 years we adopted a mixed systo a high level of occupant satisfaction.
tem: a combination of property subsidies and housing
A further observation is fundamental. I am aware
allowances, in which the contribution of housing allowthat in most countries housing support is granted excluances increased gradually. In 1995, property subsidies
sively to the providers of housing services: property
were abandoned and now we only have housing allowsubsidies, or supply subsidies. This strategy is exactly
ances. One tenant in three receives a housing allowance.
the same as that adopted by most European countries in
the 1950s and 1960s. But in the 1970s – later in some
5. Are social housing providers still
countries – there was a turning point (Priemus & Kemp,
necessary?
2004): a shift from supply-side housing support to the
support of the demand side. This took the form of housDoes all this mean that social housing providers are
ing benefits in the United Kingdom, housing allowances
now superfluous? In the Netherlands we do not think so.
in Germany and the Netherlands, and housing vouchers
The carrying out of public tasks by a large share of
in United States.
landlords is very important for the housing of lowwww.urbancentre.utoronto.ca
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income groups: to give priority to vulnerable categories,
such as the handicapped, ethnic minorities, and lowincome groups; to involve tenants in management and
policy; and to provide sheltered housing arrangements
that enable the elderly to continue to live independently.
In our opinion, there are several good reasons to
maintain the status of non-profit housing corporations in
a demand-driven model:
1.

2.

3.

•

page 4

Account needs to be taken both in the Netherlands
and in other countries of the way in which prosperity
leads households to split up more readily, so that the average household size falls. As a result, the average
household income rises much less steeply than the national income. Economic growth boosts household formation; subsequently, the income per household declines because of the increasing individualization and
the concurrent shrinkage of households. In this respect,
housing, demography, and the economy are closely intertwined (Ermisch, 1983; Van Fulpen, 1985).

It is wise to keep housing corporations committed
to their traditional task of providing housing, including housing services and a housing enThe continued need
vironment. The commitment
6. Conclusions
for non-profit
keeps housing corporations
In general, governments will dishousing
available as housing providers,
tance
themselves from direct housing
even when the economy is in
provision.
This stance will lead to
decline.
further reforms, mainly with respect
Non-profit housing
The obligation to reinvest surto council housing in Britain and
corporations remain
pluses in housing is a very sucmunicipal housing companies in
committed
to
housing
cessful formula for “value capSweden, where traditionally the
provision during
turing.” It allows the governinterrelation between public authorirecessions, reinvest any
ment to support social housing
ties and housing provision has been
surpluses in providing
without having to offer new
strongest. Ideally, the shift away
property subsidies, while it
further housing, and serve
from government intervention and
prevents public funds from
towards demand-side subsidies for
the needs of vulnerable
leaking out of the housing secthe provision of housing should be
households on the
tor. It also strengthens the fiaccompanied by measures to prevent
housing market.
nancial position of individual
social housing becoming marginalhousing corporations and of the
ized and stigmatized.
sector as a whole.
There are at least five ways to promote this:
The fundamental task for housing corporations
1. Ensure the continuity of non-profit housing assowith a public remit is to serve the needs of vulnerciations with a clear mandate to provide for vulable households on the housing market. Corporanerable households, but also with the opportunity
tions are not allowed to engage in negative risk seto target a wider range of socio-economic groups,
lection of tenants. Any “normal” landlord will alnot only low-income groups.
ways try to give priority to families who do not
pose a risk. This practice is detrimental to vulner2. Organize a good government-supported guarantee
able groups. Even with the aid of housing vouchsystem so that the social housing sector and lower
ers, they would still run into problems on the housand middle-income households can obtain loans
ing market if there were no social housing institufrom private financial institutions at a relatively
tions to look after their interests.
low interest rate.

The negative risk selection and the cherry-picking
behaviour of most commercial landlords are particularly
responsible for the difficulties faced by low-income
households. For that reason, there is still substantial societal support for social landlords in the Netherlands.
There is certainly a conviction that the share of socialrented dwellings (now about 35%) should be reduced if
the economy continues to grow in the next few years.

3.

Buttress the position of tenants on the housing and
house-building market. The cooperative tradition
in Denmark, for instance, gives households a say
in the management and development of housing.

4.

Provide for measures to maintain new construction, and release enough land for construction in
times of a severe decline in house building. The
cases of Belgium and Sweden illustrate how those
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at the bottom of the housing market bear the brunt
of a slowdown in production.
5.

Build up, or maintain, a robust system of incomerelated housing support.

In other words, we have to move from social housing estates to social housing systems.
Each country has to determine which housing and
urban policy is most appropriate in its specific situation.
Path-dependency of housing policies must not be neglected. I hope that my contribution and my conclusions
can form a source of inspiration for countries outside
the Netherlands in determining its own housing and urban policy.
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