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CONTEXT:-

There is no competence for housing at European level, in keeping with the Principle of Subsidiarity, but there are crucial connections between housing and EU policy areas in the economic, social, and urban and rural regeneration strategies. It is one of the tasks of CECODHAS to identify these correspondences, and to develop themes for action whereby its members may assist with, and, where appropriate, be assisted by, the overarching strategic framework.
SCALE:-

More than a quarter of the EU housing stock is managed or developed by CECODHAS members, ranging from 35% in the Netherlands to virtually none in Greece. Private renting ranges from a negligible amount in some of the recent accession States to almost 50% in Germany, where, though, some private renting may be classified, temporarily at least, as social.


OBJECTIVES:-
In all EU countries the aim of social housing providers is to compensate for the exclusion by the free market of the poor, the economically inactive, the elderly, the disabled and infirm, and refugees/asylum seekers, and to assist with the creation of balanced, sustainable communities both accommodating and meeting the diverse needs of a mixed-tenure, mixed-income population.
1) THE ECONOMIC DIMENSION:-

In many deprived and run-down areas, housing organisations are alone in managing substantial capital investment, and are often dedicated to ensuring that the benefits of that investment, much of it Government subsidy, can be directed towards the existing community, who can also then share in the wealth creation process.

Taxation, though largely left, as fiscal policy, to sovereign Governments, has European repercussions, particularly Value Added Tax (VAT), whose wide discrepancies in the level and focus of its application work to the disadvantage of any European policy of harmonising investment in regeneration. (Witness the British Government arguing for VAT exemption for works of domestic building improvements or conversion in the Isle of Man, as part of a recent initiative to apply lower VAT rates to minor trades without cross-border competition implications, while declining to apply the same principle on the Mainland.
Job creation and economic leverage are hugely dependent on the construction industry, where pan-European controls on quality standards for components, for health and safety regimes, for working hours etc., are commonplace. The harnessing of such investment to community regeneration and energy conservation is one of the big offers which social housing providers can make.

In the overall analysis, especially in the UK, where personal debt now for the first time exceeds the Gross National Product (GNP), rising property values underpin growth in the national economy. Equity release through remortgaging the family home provides for essential or luxury consumer products, cars, holidays, and residential and nursing home fees for elderly owner-occupiers who are asset-rich but cash-poor.

2) THE SOCIAL DIMENSION.

Social housing providers aim, within whatever housing tenure structure prevails locally, to compensate the casualties of market forces, and to invigorate and empower local communities for the general good. This can range from involvement by tenants and residents in the management and policy-forming of the social landlords themselves, especially conspicuous in Scandinavia, and increasingly, partly because of Government and regulatory pressure, in the UK, to strategic planning of educational, health, and cultural and leisure provision for increasingly coherent community organisations.
3) URBAN & RURAL STRATEGIES.
The regeneration of our major cities, the maintenance of housing opportunities for the rural poor, and the vital re-utilisation of former industrial and commercial land are often led by agencies featuring social housing consortia, which may be politically sponsored by Government initiatives, such as the Pathfinder Market Renewal Programmes in the former industrial heartlands of Northern England, or may spontaneously emerge from partnerships between groupings of housing associations and social businesses recognising wasted potential in their neighbourhoods of operation.

4) THE PRIVATISATION OF RENTED HOUSING.
In the UK, the 1980 Housing Act introduced the Right to Buy for municipal tenants, and this has led to the most lucrative privatisation of public assets in British history - £45bn (Euro 70bn) of which less than one quarter has been re-invested in housing. Individually – good; collectively – bad! The best homes have been sold and not replaced, especially in rural areas, and devices have been used by relatives and by unscrupulous loan companies to facilitate purchase in order to realise huge capital gains later, on the death of the tenant. In addition, UK Government policy, in order to reduce public expenditure, since Local Authority investment counts towards the Public Sector Borrowing Requirement (PSBR), is for Council Housing to be transferred, either ownership or management, to new or existing Housing Associations, or Arms-Length Management Companies (ALMOs), with minority Local Authority control, with specific business plans for stock renovation and renewal via private sector borrowings and rent increases.
The Right to Buy also applies to the one third of UK Housing Associations which are non-profit but non-charitable, and more recently a voluntary sales commitment is required even of charitable Associations as a condition of grant funding for new developments. Government investment in social housing increasingly favours intermediate ownership tenures such as Shared Ownership and the Key Workers Homebuy Scheme, and the main opposition party promises cash payments to municipal and social housing tenants to enable them to join the property-owning democracy.

No tax concessions for owner occupation exist in Britain, but, perversely, full relief on mortgage interest is allowed for “Buy-to-Let”, holiday lets, or, worst of all, “Buy-to-Leave”. The elimination of rent control in the private market and the abolition of security of tenure beyond 6-month Shorthold Tenancies have stimulated a rush into bricks-and-mortar investment, as an alternative to insecure pension schemes, while Housing Association rents are linked to the Retail Price Index (RPI). 
Elsewhere in Europe, particularly in Germany and Denmark, there are examples of social housing being sold to private investors. No-one would object to pension funds and insurance company reserves being accessed to enhance investment in social housing, but, for me at least, management control must remain with a responsible social landlord. In the UK, private developers are now encouraged to bid for Social Housing Grant (SHG), though it is yet to be seen how these companies will adapt to long-term debt and management responsibilities. Increasingly, Housing Associations are having to confront reductions in public subsidies throughout Europe by reliance on commercial activities – building homes for sale, offices and shops etc. – and using the profits to maintain standards and affordable rent levels for their mainstream stock.
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