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This Habitation a Loyer Modéré (HLM) tower in Les Presles in the Parisian outskirts of
Epinay-sur-Seine is one of the many (47%) social-housing buildings in the quarter. The area is also
part of the French ‘Sensitive Urban Development Zones’, or ZUS (see Chapter 8 in this book).

Photograph: Nicolas Oran.
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Introduction

Kathleen Scanlon, Christine Whitehead and Melissa
Fernandez Arrigoitia
LSE London, London School of Economics, UK

For much of the post-war period, the model of social housing was broadly
similar across Northern and Eastern Europe: there was a heavy emphasis
on state-supported housing construction to overcome the effects of extreme
destruction and lack of investment during the war, to accommodate rapidly
growing populations, to help bring economies back to some sort of normality
and to ensure employment.

The mechanisms for achieving this expansion in housing investment dif-
fered between countries. In most of them, local authorities (hereafter referred
to as LAs) were heavily involved, either building municipal housing them-
selves or creating the conditions for independent social landlords to do so.
However, the forms of central-government subsidy and intervention were
specific to each country, and helped mould longer term approaches to ensur-
ing ‘a decent home for every household at a price they could afford’.

The extent to which housing was seen as part of the welfare state — and
thus part of the contract between citizens and government — also varied. In
Eastern Europe, social housing was very much based on state provision of the
social wage and in most of Northern Europe, it was seen as an important part
of the welfare-state contract, but in Southern Europe, the policy emphasis
was more on supporting family provision of housing — and this meant owner
occupation.

Among what might be called the welfare-state economies, the most
important distinction was between countries that saw social housing
as a mechanism for providing for all types of household, and those that
emphasised provision for Jower income households. As numerical housing
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2. Introduction

shortages began to be overcome, this distinction became more embedded,
and was further strengthened by the increasing emphasis on privatisation
and private finance during the 1980s and 1990s.

By the new century, there was a clear distinction between countries whose
governments wanted to withdraw from housing provision (as opposed to sup-
port) and those that continued to see an important mainstream role for social
housing, particularly in urban renewal. Eastern European countries were in
the forefront of withdrawal — and often did so without putting in place other
mechanisms for supporting lower income and vulnerable households. At the
other extreme was the Netherlands, where social housing providers became
increasingly strong in financial terms and took on more and more urban
investment opportunities.

It was in this context that in 2006, a group of French researchers,
supported by some French government funding through the GIS Réseau
Socio-Economie de I'Habitat, brought together interested academics from
across Europe to gather statistical and qualitative evidence on how social
housing was developing across the continent. The patterns observed
suggested that there were many similarities across countries — notably
with respect to who lived in the sector, how it was organised and how it
had traditionally been financed. However, there were also strong differ-
ences in scale, ethos and expectations for the future role and funding of
social housing.

The publication in 2007 of the group’s first collection of papers, Social
Housing in Europe (Whitehead and Scanlon 2007), was supported by the
Higher Education Innovation Fund and the Department for Communities
and Local Government. The text — which was mainly descriptive — was
welcomed by a wide range of audiences, including politicians and their
advisors in both central and local government, practitioners involved in
providing and managing social housing and housing and urban researchers
across the world. But there was clearly a need for a more detailed analysis
of the different elements of social housing provision and the benefits and
costs to tenants, providers and governments alike. As a result, the group got
together, again supported by the GIS, to produce Social Housing in Europe
IT (Scanlon and Whitehead 2008). In this collection, the contributors looked
to explain the different models of provision, financing and regeneration that
have been developed across Europe, to examine the history and ideologies
that lie behind the role of social housing in various countries, and to
understand better who benefited and who was excluded from assistance.
This text was published in England in 2008; a much-modified and updated
version was published in France in 2010 under the title Le logement social
en Europe au début du XXI¢ siécle: La révision générale.

Since 2007, Europe has suffered as a result of the credit crunch, the sub-
sequent financial crisis, the continuing debt crisis and recession. Individual
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countries have been affected to different degrees, and their responses have
also differed greatly — not only because the depth of the crisis has differed
but also because of their institutional structures and past experience. Even
so, there has been considerable convergence in certain aspects, notably in
terms of the types of household that live in social housing and the perceived
need for increased private involvement.

In 2012, encouraged by continuing international interest in the work,
we decided to update the material reflecting the current European situ-
ation. This book provides an overview of the state of social housing in
Europe in 2013. It covers 12 countries in detail. While it does not claim
to be comprehensive (there are 27 member states of the European Union,
plus several non-members), it does cover the continent’s most important
housing markets — including more than 80% of all social housing in the
EU and all the countries where the proportion of social housing is 18% or
greater. The coverage of countries with small stocks of social housing is
more selective. The omission of some countries — notably Italy, Greece
and some of the former communist states of Eastern Europe — reflects the
historic concentration of academic housing scholarship in the countries
of Northwest Europe. The book also covers three cross-cutting themes
that are a key to the foundations and development of social housing in
all the countries: history, legal and financial structures and more recent
trajectories of privatisation and urban regeneration.

The rest of this chapter provides a comparative review of selected material
from the country chapters, beginning with the stock of social housing in
each country.

National stocks of social housing

It is impossible to provide entirely consistent comparative figures for the
stock of social housing, both because different countries define the tenure
in different ways and because of the limitations of the data. The definition
of the tenure may be based on rent levels (social rents are below market
rents), ownership (social dwellings are owned by particular types of land-
lords), or the existence of a government subsidy or allocation rules (social
dwellings are assigned to households via an administrative procedure rather
than the market). Most social housing statistics are based on ownership
of the dwelling, but Haffner et al. (2009, 2010} concluded that the last
definition - social housing is that which is administratively allocated
on the basis of need — was the only one that could provide a consistent
identification of social housing stocks in cross-national comparisons. ‘The
main distinction we identified between (private and social renting) was
that market housing is allocated according to effective demand while
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social housing is allocated according to need, the assumption being that the
market will not provide according to a socially determined level of need that
is different from effective demand’ (Haffner et al. 2009: 235). In order for
administrative allocation to work, though, social rents must be lower than
market rents — otherwise, households who can pay their own housing costs
will simply rent on the open market, leaving vacancies in the social stock.

However useful it would be to find a consistent basis for comparison, most
of the figures we do have are from each country’s national statistics and
are based on ownership. Table 1.1 gives the most recent figures for hous-
ing tenure in the 12 countries included in this book. These are for social
rented housing only and do not include social owner occupation, which is
important in Spain.

Table 1.1 classifies the countries into three groups according to the size
of the social rented sector. In three countries, social housing makes up over
20% of the overall housing stock. The Netherlands, with nearly one-third of
dwellings in social rental, tops the list, and Austria and Scotland also fall into
this category. There is a cluster of four countries with social rented sectors of
just under 20% of the stock. These countries — Denmark, Sweden, England
and France — have had a long-term commitment to significant social housing
provision, although the numbers of dwellings have generally fallen since the
heyday of social housing in the 1960s. Finally, five countries have less than
10% of housing in this tenure: Ireland, the Czech Republic, Germany, Spain
and Hungary. Most of the dozen or so of post-socialist countries, which are
treated as a group in the chapter by Hegediis, Lux, Sunega and Teller, also
fall into this category. Spain and Hungary, with only 2 and 4% respectively
of the housing stock in social rental, have the smallest proportions of social
rented housing — Spain because historically social housing has been provided
in the form of owner occupation rather than rental, and Hungary because of
the mass privatisation of state-owned housing after the fall of communism.
Germany’s figure of 5% also requires some qualification, as this represents
only that part of the stock still under legal restrictions with regard to rent
and access. A further 5% or so is owned by (mostly public) landlords who
operate it as if it were social housing.

In general, countries with a medium or high level of social housing belong
to the set of relatively wealthy European welfare states. Those in the ‘low’
group have traditionally placed far stronger emphasis on owner occupation
(Spain, Ireland) or are former communist countries that privatised or resti-
tuted state-owned or social housing after the fall of communism (Hungary,
the Czech Republic). Germany is the exception here — in many other con-
texts, it is seen as one of Northern Europe’s welfare states, but its approach
to social housing differs radically from that of its neighbours, as it is provided
through time-limited subsidies mainly to private landlords.
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6 Rents

Ownership

There are two main types of owners of social rented housing: companies in
municipal ownership or municipalities themselves (in the United Kingdom,
the term ‘council housing’ was long synonymous with social housing) and
non-profit organisations usually known as housing associations (hereafter
referred to as HAs). In some countries, such as Denmark, all the social stock
is owned by HAs; in others, such as the Czech Republic, all social housing
is municipal. Most countries have a mix, although the relative proportions
in each type of ownership vary widely. Germany and Spain are exceptions:
Germany because much of its social housing is provided by private landlords
with state subsidy, and Spain because the bulk of its social provision is in
the form of subsidised owner occupation rather than rented housing.

In recent years, there has been a trend in many countries for social hous-
ing to move out of public ownership, often into the hands of not-for-profit
HAs with a social mission. This has been driven partly by a desire to reduce
pressure on public budgets, and partly by a neo liberal belief that private
providers can be more efficient and responsive to residents.

Rents

Rents in social housing are generally lower than rents in the private sector
(Table 1.2). In some places, the difference can be very large — particularly in
urban areas with high market rents, such as Paris. But in some countries,
rent controls or regulations apply equally to the social and private sectors,
and rents in the two sectors are similar (Austria, the Netherlands); in others
(e.g. Sweden), social housing rents influence private rents through a ‘mirror’
system first introduced in Germany, whereby market rents can only exceed
social rents by a certain margin.

One of the features of social housing is that in most countries it offers a
home for life — that is, once a household has secured a social tenancy, it
can remain even if its income increases over the eligibility ceiling or family
size changes. Some countries have legal provisions for increasing rents when
household income goes up, but they are rarely applied because they are dif-
ficult to enforce and tend to push out stable, employed households, who are
seen as vital anchors of social housing communities. The UK stands out in
this regard, as the government is considering introducing limited-term ten-
ancies for social housing and has made housing-benefit changes that will
force some tenants to move if they occupy homes that are ‘too big’.
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Access

Historically, the view in much of Northern Europe was that social housing
should accommodate the elderly, the deserving poor and particular groups of
employed people (see Chapter 15). In many countries — notably Scandinavia
and the Netherlands (and, in the past, the UK) — the social sector housed a
range of income groups. Even today in Denmark, Sweden and the Nether-
lands, in particular, living in social housing is not necessarily regarded as
inferior to owner occupation. But even in countries where most people rent
their homes, higher income households have always preferred owner occu-
pation to living in rented housing, whether social or private. And there is no
country in which the income distribution of households in the social sector
is the same as that of the population as a whole.

Today, the income divide between households in social housing and
those in other tenures is becoming increasingly sharp. Most countries now
impose formal income ceilings for access to social housing (Table 1.3) and
others, such as England and Scotland, use criteria that, in practice, have the
same effect. This reflects a general ideological shift away from the notion
of state-subsidised accommodation available to all; pressure on public
finances, particularly in the wake of the global financial crisis, and the
EU’s position that state subsidies for housing for middle- and upper-income
households conflict with EU competition law (see Chapter 19).

Most countries now limit access to social housing to households at the
lower end of the income distribution. However, the percentage of house-
holds eligible is normally far in excess of the proportion of social housing in
the overall stock, even in countries with large social stocks. In Austria, for
example, social housing makes up 23 % of the housing stock, but 80-90% of
the population is eligible. At the other end of the spectrum, in Hungary only
3% of the housing stock is social but 15-40% of households are eligible,
depending on where they live.

Some of this mismatch is more apparent than real, as by no means all eligi-
ble households want to live in social housing. However, in almost all coun-
tries the demand for social housing exceeds the number of available units.
Various rationing methods are employed, including waiting lists, ranking of
households (in England, e.g. homeless persons, families with children and
disabled people are given priority) or — in some countries — insider infor-
mation, side payments, and so on. But even in the countries where housing
pressure is highest there are areas with low demand, where social housing
units are empty and difficult to let. These may be used as a sort of housing
of last resort for households who cannot be accommodated elsewhere or, in
some areas (e.g. eastern Germany) simply demolished.
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12 Demographics of Social Tenants

Housing allowance

Even though social rents in most countries are lower than private rents, that
does not mean that all low-income households can afford to pay them (except
in a small number of countries, like Ireland, where rents are set in relation
to tenant incomes). Rent levels normally depend on the cost of provision of
the housing or on the relative desirability of the unit — and there may be a
large gap between the rents charged and the ability of poorer tenants to pay.
Thus, all countries covered in this book provide additional income-related
housing cost subsidies for low-income households (Table 1.4). These subsi-
dies, known as housing allowances or housing benefits, are usually provided
by national governments but can also (or instead) be given by regional or
local ones.

These subsidies are normally available to both private and social tenants,
and also often to at least some categories of owner occupier. In Denmark, for
example, homeowners who are pensioners are eligible, while in England and
Scotland, mortgage borrowers who lose their jobs can have their mortgage
interest (up to a ceiling) paid for a limited period. Spain is unusual in hav-
ing abolished its rent-support programme as part of government expenditure
cuts in the wake of the recent crisis.

Support for housing costs is sometimes targeted at particular types of
households — usually pensioners and households with children. There are
often limits on eligible rents and/or dwelling size in relation to household
size — to ensure that government subsidy does not support overconsump-
tion. The amount of subsidy depends on what households are expected to be
able to pay. Subsidy may cover the entire gap between the actual rent and
assessed ability to pay (e.g. the Czech Republic expects households to spend
30-35% of their income on housing costs), but more often there are cash
ceilings or minimum payment requirements. These mean that subsidies
can fall short of actual rents, especially in high-cost areas.

Demographics of social tenants

The demographics of social housing tenants (Table 1.5) are strikingly simi-
lar across countries. Broadly speaking, the old and the young live in social
housing: pensioners and single-parent families are heavily overrepresented
in almost all countries, while couples with children are underrepresented. In
all countries, social tenants have lower-than-average incomes - often much
lower (as one would expect and as the EU now may require — see Chapter
19). This is true even in those countries with universalist social housing
traditions such as Sweden and the Netherlands.
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Country

Eligibility

Amount

Austria

Czech Republic

Denmark

England

France

Germany

There are three types of housing
subsidy. Eligibility depends on
income, household size and type
in relation to dwelling size, rent
levels and rent increases

Housing benefit: for all households
that spend more than 30% of
income (35% in Prague) on
housing. Floor-area and cost
ceilings apply

Housing supplement for people in
material need

Low-income households with
children and pensioners

Housing benefit: For tenants. Based
on rent of specific property,
household income and
characteristics

Support for Mortgage Interest: For
owner-occupiers with mortgages
who become unemployed

Aide personalisée au logement
(APL) and allocation lodgement
(AL). Eligibility depends on income
and household size, but available
in principle to all tenures. Current
recipients include 5 million tenants
and 500 000 owner-occupiers.

1. Wohngeld: federal

housing-payment subsidy related
to income and rent (excluding
utilities) or mortgage payment. For
lower income to medium-income
group

2. Recipients of social benefits,

subject to limits on floor space and
rent level

Varies across regions

Housing benefit: Housing costs
above required household
contribution are covered

Housing supplement can cover full
housing costs with no ceiling
applied (varies by municipality)

For pensioners maximum
€410/month; others €398 (2013)

Rent: Maximum 100% of rent and
eligible service charges for
appropriate sized unit — additional
limits in the private rented sector

Support for Mortgage Interest:
Covers interest payments on loans
of up to £200 000 for maximum two
years Calculated on basis of Bank
of England average mortgage rate

All households must pay a minimum
of about €30/month. Above that, a
percentage of ‘eligible rent’ (which
varies by area and is lower than
actual rents) is covered. This
percentage varies and is up to
100% for the very poor. Maximum
APL is about 90% of maximum
social rent. Average APL/AL in
2010 was €238/month

1. Complex formulae apply
2. Rentis paid in full

(continued overleaf)

Page 13
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Table 1.4 (continued)
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Country Eligibility Amount

Hungary There is a national Various rates, but generally too low
housing-allowance scheme as well to cover all housing expenses
as rent subsidies managed by especially when energy use
municipalities. Typically only for included
tenants of public housing, but there
are some special programmes for
private rentals

Ireland Private renting tenants in receipt of Tenants must pay a small flat

The Netherlands

Scotland

Spain

Sweden

social-security benefits, or
participants on return-to-work or
education schemes. Not available
to social renters and
owner-occupiers.

Households that meet income criteria
in dwellings whose rent is below
€681/month (in 2013). Not
available to owner-occupiers.

Private renting tenants can receive a
rent allowance, based on eligible
rent for that area and their
household income and
characteristics. Social renting
tenants get the rent covered
depending on household income
and characteristics, although
property considerations are about
to be introduced. Not available to
owner-occupiers.

National renta basica de
emancipacion was removed in
December 2011, although tenants
already in receipt of the allowance
can continue to receive it until the
end of its four-year term. Not
available to social renters or owner
occupiers.

The elderly and low-income
households with children

contribution to their

rent — currently, €30 per week. The

maximum rent subsidy available is

subject to a ceiling, which relates

to household type and location
Maximum €300/month

Maximum 100% of rent and eligible
service charges, but this rarely
covers 100% of the actual as
opposed to eligible rent within
private sector

Allowances still exist in some regions
but are very limited

Maximum amount does not depend
on housing cost, and may not
cover rent on new apartments

Source:
France

Union Sociale pour 'Habitat Données Statistiques 2012 CGEDD SOeS 2012; Ministry of

Housing statistical department Comptes du logement

Other countries
*Only pensioners.

Chapters 2—7 and 9—-14.

State covers interest element of mortgage payment for some borrowers who become unemployed for up to 2

years.

Page 14
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Country

Age/household type

Income

Austria

Czech Republic

Denmark

England

France

Germany

Hungary

Ireland

the Netherlands

Scotland

Spain

Sweden

Young families (on new estates); older
people/singles (on older estates)

Pensioners and unemployed slightly
overrepresented

Nearly 57% of social tenant
households are single persons
(most often women), and 68% have
only one adult. Children and young
people

Single parents; older and one-person
households

Somewhat younger than households
nationally, although not as young as
in the PRS. Single people and single
parents overrepresented

Single parents, single people, childless
couples

Single-parent families are
overrepresented

Single-parent families and couples
with children

Households older and smaller than
national average, more likely to be
on benefits and to be non-Dutch

Strong pattern of ‘hollowing out’,
leaving young and old; singles and
single parents

Low-income households, first-time
buyers, young or old people, female
victims of domestic violence, victims
of terrorism, large families, gipsies,
one-parent families, and
handicapped and dependent people

Single parents; elderly single people

Municipal housing: working
class/low income. HAs more
middle income

Lower than average

Average household income
68% of national average

Low incomes — on average,
50% of overall average
household income

Increasing concentration of
low-income households in
sector since 1984

Increasing concentration of
low-income households

Low income and social status

Nearly 62% have incomes
below 60% of median (vs
22% overall); dependent on
state transfers

Lower than average and falling,
but there is still some
‘skewness’ — i.e. occupation
by households not in target
income groups. Some call
this social mix

Low incomes — on average, half
the median household
income for owner-occupiers
(respectively, £13k and £22k
per annum in 2011)

Lower than average

Below average

Source:
France
Other countries

L’Union Sociale Pour I'Habitat Données Statistiques 2012

See individual chapters

Page 15
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Similarly, ethnic minorities and immigrants tend to be overrepresented in
social housing, which reflects the fact that, on average, their incomes are
lower than those of indigenous populations and their initial housing condi-
tions are often poor. Useful cross-national comparative data are hard to find,
as each country collects statistics on a different basis, but Table 1.6 presents
some indicative figures. Rules governing access for recent immigrants, par-
ticularly from outside the EU, vary across countries. Some allow migrants to
enter social housing almost as soon as they arrive in the country, while oth-
ers require a minimum residence period or particular legal or employment
status. In post-socialist countries, Roma are often excluded (intentionally or
not) from social housing.

Social housing accommodates households with lower-than-average
incomes but is not always where the most vulnerable live (Table 1.7).
Some countries provide special dedicated residences for homeless people,
asylum seekers, drug addicts or victims of abuse. It is usually a municipal
responsibility to ensure adequate accommodation for its population; how
and where this is done depends on the pattern of the local housing stock. In
some cities, vulnerable households are concentrated in low-demand parts of
the social sector where there are more available units, while in others they
end up in the lowest quality parts of the private rented sector.

This book is divided into two parts. First, there are chapters about social
housing in individual countries, which focus on how the system actually
works in practice and what the current sociopolitical and economic contexts
may mean for the future developments of the sector. There are sections on
countries with large, medium and small social housing sectors. As noted
earlier, this division sometimes reflects important structural or historical
similarities within those groups, but there are also significant differences
amongst them. As scholars and housing policy experts, we must always be
wary of the tendency to regard the systems in our own countries as bench-
marks. A good understanding of national particularities is fundamental to
comparisons and policy prescriptions, as the systems are so disparate, and
their goals so wide-ranging.

The chapters in the second part of the book address some of the most
important themes in current social housing research, including history,
finance and law, and the relationship between social housing and the private
sector. The questions they pose are recurrent ones in the field of housing
policy: How do a country’s legal framework and history condition its
current housing situation, and shape the future? Who should live in social
housing, and how can the tension between social mix and tight targeting be
resolved? What is the relationship between social housing, where deprived
households are often concentrated, and urban renewal? Finally, at the end of
the book, we revisit these questions and offer some tentative conclusions.
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This book is for anyone interested in how well Europe is meeting one of
the eternal challenges of social welfare: housing its people.

References

Dol K and Haffner M (2010) Housing Statistics in the European Union 2010 Delft University
of Technology, Delft.

Dupcsik Cs (2009): A magyarorszdgi cigdnysdg torténete. Torténelem a cigdnykutatdsok
titkrében, 1890-2008. [The History of Roma in Hungary. History based on Roma research in
Hungary, 1890-2008]. Budapest: Osiris.

Godri T (2009): Nemzetkozi vandorlas [International Migration], In: Monostori, J., Ori, P.,
S. Molnar, E. and Spéder, Zs. (eds.): Demogrdfiai Portré 2009,pp. 119-131. Available in:
http://www.demografia.hu/letoltes/kiadvanyok/DemPort/11godri.pdf.

Haffner M, Hoekstra J, Oxley M and van der Heijden H (2010) Universalistic, particularistic
and middle way approaches to comparing the private rental sector International Journal of
Housing Policy, 10, 4, 357-377.

Haffner M, Hoekstra J, Oxley M and van der Heijden H (2009) Bridging the Gap between Social
and Market Rented Housing in Six European Countries? 10S Press, Amsterdam.

Lévy-Vroelant C and Tutin C (2010) Le logement social en Europe au début du XXlIe siecle: La
révision générale. Presses Universitaires de Rennes, Rennes.

Scanlon K and Whitehead CME (2008) Social Housing in Europe II: A review of policies and
outcomes. LSE London, London.

SCB (2012) Bostads- och byggnadsstatistisk drsbok 2012. Statistiska centralbyran, Stockholm.

Ministry of Public Works (2012) VPO and market house prices [Online|, available: http://www
.fomento.gob.es/BE2/sedal/35101500.XLS and http://www.fomento.gob.es/BE2/sedal
/35102500.XLS

VPO and market house prices available: http://www.fomento.gob.es/BE2/sedal/35101500.XLS
and http://www.fomento.gob.es/BE2/sedal/35102500.XLS, accessed December 2012.

Whitehead C and Scanlon K (2007) Social Housing in Europe. LSE London, London.



