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The present situation of public rental housing in Japan

by Kazuo Takashima, Japanese Tenants Association, JTA, 2007  


A. The characteristics of public rental housing                  

The housing shortage just after World War II was acute. Supplying more than four million housing units was necessary. The government had two systems to supply housings. One was the direct system for supplying housing and the other was the Government Housing Loan Corporation (the GHLC) with long term and low interest funds, for people who wanted to build 

or purchase their own housing units. 

The development and characteristics of Japanese housing policies
- Firstly, they put emphasis on the quantity of housing being supplied rather than the quality of housing. As to the average area of floor space in Japan, that of private rental housing (44.31m2 ) was a third of that of owned housing (123.93m2) in 2003. (*public rental housing, 51.56m2)
In 1973, housing units over the whole country outnumbered households. 

- Secondly, there were two kinds of public bodies supplying public rental housing, the Japan Housing Corporation (JHC) and the Local Housing Supply Corporation (LHSC) which built newly built housing for sale for middle income group.

In other words, the state and local governments have been promoting the home ownership policy helping middle income groups by supplying public rental housing as transitional dwellings, for the aim of becoming homeowners. And local governments have been public bodies to supply public rental housing for low income groups.

Four pillars of housing
JTA considers the JHC, the LHSC, local governments and the GHLC to be the four main pillars of the housing policy in Japan.

The JHC (1955) and the LHSC (1965) built a lot of housing estates in suburbs and in big cities over the whole country to manage with housing shortage. 

The local governments had already started to supply public rental housing for low income group since1952. However, the state could not resolve the problem of housing shortage even in the late 1960’s. 
In 1966 the state started the Housing Construction Plan that accelerated supply of housing units, both of public and private housings, with planning for construction program every five years. 
The Housing Construction Plan continued from 1966 to 2005, and consequently about 55.1 million housing units were supplied.

Thirdly, 43.9 % of housing units being supplied under the HCP were funded by public bodies and 42.56 % of housing units being supplied by the JHC and the LHSC were newly built housing units for sale. 

There were 944,000 public rental housing units in Japan in 1963 and it increased to 2.84 million housing units by 2003. But, over 24.1 million housing units under the HCP (1966-2005) were built and most of them were home owned housings. 

This fact clearly indicates that the governmental housing policy has consistently been a home ownership policy. 

The government introduced preferential systems for homeowners such as a housing loan- deduction and a housing price-deduction as well as long term, low interest funds.

Fourthly, the objective of the Public Rental Housing Act is that the state and local governments shall contribute to stabilizing the lives of citizens and improving social welfare. This objective is in common with that of Local Housing Supply Corporation Act , the Japan Housing Corp. Act, the Public Rental Housing Act and the Housing Construction Plan Act. 
But the state and local governments have carried out the housing policy, conflicting with this objective. For example, in spite of the very small number of public rental housing units compared with the number of applicants, there is a strict restriction on applicant’s income.  Actually it is very difficult to rent public rental housing. Besides, they have allowed all rent of public rental housing owned by local governments to come close to the market rent since 1996, when they revised the Public Rental Housing ACT.

2. Privatization and public rental housing in Japan

What skyrocketing land prices brought

The high-growth economy that brought the expansion of trade from 1955 came to an end in 1970. Then, nationwide development boom started to be affected by depression. In the 1980’s, an easy money policy caused so much land-speculation, accompanied with soaring land prices. The rising rate of land prices reached 247% (1971-1974), 204% (1986-1989) and 129.5 % (1989-1991). The rate of land price increased in residential area, over the whole country.

The high land prices affected a lot of housing sectors.

As the rent of public rental housing rose, housing conditions deteriorated such as floor space shrinking and becoming increasingly remote.

The number of public rental housing supplied by JHC etc. made little progress compared with that of owned housing.                             

The number of public rental housing and owned housing
,
 

Public rental housing owned by local governments

140.5 (1973), 186.8 (1983), 203.3(1993)

Public rental housing owned by the JHC and the LHSC

59.0 (1973), 77.7 (1983) 84.5 (1993)

Owned housing

1309.3 (1963), 1700.7 (1973), 2165.0 (1983), 2441.0 (2003)      

The number of owned housing had fiercely increased from 1963 to 1983. This shows that a lot of people aimed to become homeowners. The state was making full use of it to home ownership policy to recover the economy at that time. Then, the JHC and the LHSC were subjected to take a huge debt for purchasing building lots and construction costs from the state, the GHLC and monetary institutions. They continued to invest in the both bodies even after “the Bubble Bankruptcy”.

What the Bubble Bankruptcy brought
In 1991, when land and stock-prices fell abruptly due to a tight money policy, finally the bubble economy (1987-1991) burst. At the same time, it meant the bankruptcy of the housing policy in Japan since the 1950’s, by privatizing two main pillars of the housing policy, the GHLC and the JHC.

The Government Housing Loan Corporation, GHLC
April 2007, the state changed the GHLC to the JHFA (the Japan Housing Finance Agency) to abolish financing to those who wanted to become homeowners. The state supports private monetary institutions’ works. The JHFA is supposed to became a special company by 2011. Thus, the state reduces an enormous sum of money surrounding the JHFA to improve the public finance deficit annually.

Japan Housing Corporation, JHC　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　  

In 1991, the state decided the policy of privatizing the JHC: by (1) entrusting its management to private enterprises, by (2) selling its public rental housing units and by (3) stopping new construction of housing units.

In 2004, the state changed the JHC to the Urban Renaissance Agency, URA.

Its main work is improving site for construction to support private enterprises and engaging in the work of management and maintenance for its public rental housing. 
The JHC had a sizable debt, actually the total sum of its total asset in 2002. But the URA has about 670,000 housing units where about two million people are living now.                                                                        

The state introduced two new supply systems of public rental housing, for family households (middle income group) in 1993, and the elderly in 1998.

The state subsidized the landlords who build and manage their rental housing units, part of construction costs and costs to reduce rents. 
In 2006, the state abolished the Housing Construction Plan Act and established the Fundamental Act for Housing Policy. The main objective of this Act is to introduce private enterprises into the public rental housing sector.

Then, the Japanese Tenant Association fears that the state is carrying out the housing policy for private enterprises, taking efficiency and profit as priority over social welfare and stable housing for the needy. 

Figures

Rental housing: 33.4 %, Private: 26.8 %, public rental. 
Public rental: 6.6 % owned by the URA and the LHSC: 1.9 %, owned by local governments: 4.66 %                                                      
Owned housing: 61.1 %    

Issued housing: 3.2 %
� Source: “A white Paper on Land in 1993” by Land Agency
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