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SUMMARY

1 - Introduction

In most industrialised European countries, housing policies considerably developed after the war, particularly in the 1960's and 1970's. The present day notion, which has been around for several years, that most of the quantitative housing needs have been met, and that we are entering into a period when housing policy is no longer a priority, is quite widespread. An analysis of reports on the recent changes in housing policies is shaking the foundations of this point of view.

On this subject, the case of Sweden seems to be a particularly good illustration. The country hasn't had a ministry since 1991 due to good housing conditions and a surplus of dwellings. But lately, the drop in construction has been so great that housing has once again become a political issue. A government minister has been named to assume the functions of Housing Minister, and several commissions have been set up to deal with the issues at hand.

The advent of the 21st century seems to be setting the stage for a quasi general re-examination and re-thinking of the policies in place, aimed at modernising them and integrating them into overall policies, namely in the context of sustainable development.
2 - Recent developments

Main topics of concern for the ministers

The main topics of concern of the different countries centre on these major themes:

- Improving access to the housing market 

- Urban restructuring and sustainable cities

- Changes in social housing

· Improving access to the housing market 

This topic is a concern for every country, in more or less varying degrees of importance.

The objectives aim at dealing with the problems of localised housing shortages by mobilising specific means, using various market operating methods to bring about improvements, such as increasing the capacities of the production tool and aiding the recruitment of workers in the building trades.

Ireland is confronted with the most acute situation; this country has set up a special administrative unit to implement a housing section within the National Development Plan.

The cost of construction is also of concern for German and Sweden, who have the highest housing production costs in Europe.

Ireland:

Overall shortage of housing, despite more than doubling output since 1993.

Ireland has a small housing stock (334 houses per 1000 population) and demand has risen substantially, especially in the Greater Dublin Area and is forecast to remain at a high level. Demand is underpinned by several factors including demographic trends – rising population, reduction in household size, immigration, high economic growth, rising employment and disposable incomes coupled with falling unemployment and low mortgage interest rates. While the Government originally set a target in 1999 for the provision of 50,000 new housing units p.a. or 13.3 dwellings per 1000 population, for the next ten years the figure has since been revised upwards to 60,000 p.a. or 16.0 dwellings per 1000 population until 2005.

While housing output has more than doubled in recent years, to a level of 46,500 units in 1999 or 12.4 dwellings per 1000 population further increases to some 60,000 per annum over the period to 2005 are required. 

Capacity Constraints 

Capacity constraints in the construction industry are of particular concern and measures to increase this capacity, in particular to address shortages of professional and skilled workers are being implemented.

Affordability 

Affordability is a major issue, especially to many prospective first-time buyers trying to gain a foothold in the housing market. While average house prices have increased dramatically in recent years, broader affordability measures, which take account of a wide range of factors, including mortgage interest rates and disposable incomes, indicate that mortgage repayments as a proportion of earnings have not increased significantly as the effect of higher house prices has been partly offset by lower interest rates, lower taxation and increased disposable incomes.  Measures have been introduced to assist affordability for lower income and first-time purchasers, particularly through the withdrawal of investor incentives (as investors were crowding out first time purchasers), reduced stamp duty rates (a tax on the transfer of property), improvements in the local authority shared ownership scheme (enables eligible purchasers to acquire, by way of a loan from the local authority, at least 40% of the equity in a house of their choice while paying rent to the local authority in respect of the balance of the equity) and the introduction of a local authority Affordable Housing Scheme (provision by the local authority of houses at cost price to low income purchasers).

Finland

Market imbalance in the Helsinki metropolitan area and other growth centres has led to a rapid rise in house prices and also to higher rents. A similar trend has been experienced in many other parts of Finland. The rise in house prices has hindered the realisation of targets set for the control of inflation. In addition it endangers the realisation of many important housing policy objectives. These problems result in a deterioration in the position of first home buyers and young people in general as well as a tightening of the housing market, leading to increasing numbers of homeless. The rapid rise in house prices also makes difficult the production of reasonably priced social rental housing as well as the provision of lifecycle economical housing suitable for, amongst others, older people.

Sweden
Access to housing in expanding areas 

During the last six or seven years, the level of new housing production has been very low.  A recent analysis has revealed a great need of new housing in the expanding areas of the country. In these growth areas, especially in the Stockholm-region, the initial stages of a housing-shortage have become apparent.  It is to be feared that this shortage will lead to overheating and capacity problems on the housing- and construction-market. In the coming years difficulties can be expected when more people than previously anticipated seek to move to these areas. This scenario will place the continued economic progress of the growth areas at risk. There are fears that it may even impose limits on the economic progress of the whole country. In contrast to growth areas, medium-sized and small towns often have a lot of vacant dwellings for rent. 

The responsibility of the local authorities to make housing available

In Sweden it is the local authorities which are responsible for planning and providing access to housing. Many local authorities seem to be unaware of this fact and have failed to develop plans for meeting new housing construction needs that may arise. Some of the local authorities do not even want to have new housing built, in spite of the existing demand for dwellings. The ministry is now working on a proposal for a new law, which will establish a formal obligation for local authorities to provide for making housing available. An obligation for local authorities to run a rental housing agency when needed is also being discussed. 

Housing costs

Swedish housing costs are among the highest in Europe, calculated as a share of disposable income. The average household countries about 30 per cent of its disposable income to live in rented accommodations. One goal for the Government is to bring this share down. This goal can be achieved either by lowering housing costs or by increasing households’ disposable incomes. Much of the housing policy debate today focuses on the question of how to bring housing-construction costs down and on possible changes in the tax on real estate. An official report about the construction-market and construction costs has recently been presented. The report has been produced by a commission, which has been working in close co-operation with actors from the construction sector towards the long-term goal of reducing construction and maintenance costs. Real estate taxes are also important to housing costs. Another commission has recently proposed changes in the Swedish real estate tax system. 

Germany

Initiative to encourage low-cost and ecological building

The low level of home ownership in Germany by international standards is due mainly to the high costs involved, which also, of course, impinge on the rental housing market. But the high level of costs incurred in building rented housing is also a considerable disadvantage. The Federal Government is therefore seeking to help to make building easier by reducing regulations and bureaucracy and by strengthening competition. Greater emphasis should also be placed on ecological aspects of building. An examination is being carried out at present to see which regulations in the field of building might be updated. The idea of setting up a "competence centre" for low-cost and ecological building is also being considered which would provide information and training services as well as advice for everyone involved in the building process and also functions as a think-tank for policy-makers. 

United Kingdom

Improving the home buying and selling process – in October last year the Government announced proposals for improving the home buying and selling process and are piloting these in Bristol.  Proposals seek to tackle gazumping and the uncertainty, frustration and stress caused by unnecessary delays when buying a home. 

Leasehold reform – the Government has announced proposals for leasehold reform to provide leaseholders with the same degree of security and control over their homes that other owner-occupiers expect.  Also proposals for commonhold – a new form of tenure to provide a better form of ownership structure for block of flats.

Regulation of the mortgage market – Government has announced proposals to regulate the mortgage market and has been working with the lending industry to encourage greater provision of flexible mortgages and effective mortgage payment protection insurance to protect customers.
· Urban restructuring and sustainable cities

This subject is a powerful axis in the housing policies of many countries that experienced great urbanisation in the 1960's, but it's also a new way of dealing with housing issues by integrating them much better within the context. The notions of «urban development», «urban renewal », «urban restructuring», and «compact city» are notions that are given new meanings in housing policies.

Germany:

I. "Social City" programme

II. The "Social City" joint initiative undertaken by the Federation, the Länder and the Communes is designed to stabilise neighbourhoods that are becoming increasingly run-down as a result of social, economic and urban development problems. These neighbourhoods involve housing estates with a lopsided social structure, high levels of unemployment, a frequently poorly integrated foreign population and a low standard of housing situated usually in an unattractive neighbourhood environment. This results in vandalism, conflicts between residents and a higher crime rate. Carrying out housing and urban development policy measures alone is not sufficient to stabilise these neighbourhoods. The "Social City" programme therefore aims to combine a variety of sectoral policies such as measures to improve housing conditions with a view re-establishing a better social mix, improve the neighbourhood environment and the quality of urban development, provide a stimulus to employment by strengthening the local economy and using labour market policy instruments, improve infrastructure facilities and enhance safety in the public realm.

Denmark
I. In line with this, the Danish urban policy is based on a vision of making cities desirable places to live and work, also for disadvantaged groups in society. 

II. Special attention is given to social and ethnic segregation in the larger Danish cities. The government has given priority to this area and supports the work with models for better social integration and new business opportunities in distressed urban areas.

I. Ireland 

II. An Area Regeneration Programme - This programme consists of once off upgrading of high density older housing complexes mainly flats at various locations around the city and is linked to the development of strong estate management programme to overcome chronic social problems associated with many flat complexes. 

France: Speed up the renewal of depressed social housing neighbourhoods, built from the 1950's to the 1970's, particularly through intense demolition/reconstruction programmes.

The objectives of the law on urban solidarity and renewal are:

Solidarity and sharing, to undertake urban renewal, to encourage areas promoting exchanges and a mix of people, to ensure a social mix in safer cities, thanks to different types of housing in neighbourhoods, communities and built-up areas, while reinforcing the link between urban territories and rural territories. This is less about fighting urban spread than urban explosion. 

Sustainable development and quality of life: cities can no longer be solely designed for the car and around the car. Priority must be given to other modes of transport (bicycles, pedestrians, collective urban transport, etc.). Cities must be developed by respecting the territories around them, in order to save and find a balance with the surrounding rural areas. Finally, they must be concerned about urban ecology (management of waste, rare resources, nature areas and parks). 

Finland

Social segregation and exclusion are problems of both the deprived towns and certain parts of the growing urban centres. The government has tried to reduce social segregation in many ways, such as supporting the development of depressed suburbs by financing various activities and by encouraging citizen participation and the initiation of community-led employment and other activities.

The Netherlands:

Urban regeneration (city renewal):
This has been a very important subject during the year.  Discussions centred on the so-called Investment Budget for Urban Regeneration (Dutch: «Investeringsbudget Stedelijke Vernieuwing (ISV)»). In this regard, the central aim for 1999 was to formulate an integral policy for urban regeneration by municipalities in the form of multi-year perspectives and development programmes. Central government has stimulated and facilitated this process. A separate bill has been prepared for this Investment Budget for Urban Regeneration; it is expected to be accepted by Parliament by the year 2000.

The aim is to create one single, integrated budget encompassing a variety of mostly already existing budget-lines as well new budgetary means. By the end of June 1999 agreement was reached by the Association of Dutch Municipalities and the mutually co-operating Dutch Provinces on the division of financial means amongst the towns and cities. In general municipalities will obtain much more discretionary power in allocating the financial means involved Consultative structures on public information and know-how, co-ordination, preparation of development plans, the set-up of a budget for related innovation and monitoring and implementation were set up.

The Bill on the «Urban Regeneration» was sent to the Netherlands parliament in November 1999. It will enter into force in 2000. In December 1999 some 30 municipalities on the one hand and central government on the other signed covenants.

Due to this an important step towards decompartmentalisation within ministries and municipal authorities, and improved co-operation between ministries and municipalities was taken. Many towns and cities have started to think about their own identity.

Finland:

In a number of cities house building is taking place more often than before near to city centres. Extensive land areas have been released from industrial and warehousing use. A prerequisite for obtaining the use of these areas is thorough cleaning of land areas and substantial foundation engineering work. Taking these so-called wastelands into use has increased the cohesion of fragmented city structures.

New housing construction projects consist for the most part of supplementary building. New housing stock is inserted into the existing infrastructure and uses the services of the surrounding areas.

Italy:

Nowadays, the construction of new dwellings is controlled by much stricter urban regulations. As opposed to what used to happen, the new areas devoted to residential development are more concentrated as the authorities attempt to reuse the existing structure.

United Kingdom:

The Government recently published a report on Sustainable Development strategy from the UK called A better quality of life, which provides a national strategy from which local and regional action can follow. It sets targets for all local authorities to prepare targets by the year 2000 and to develop a framework by the end of 2000.

· Changes in social housing

Changes in the rules governing social housing are underway in several countries; changes in tenants laws are particularly interesting.

Questions have also arisen regarding the nature of the relationships that exist between the social housing management organisations and the authorities. However, the tendency of some countries to make the legal system more commonplace results in some contradictions.

Austria: 

-
Liberalisation of the time limitation right in tenancy agreements and the introduction of a 25 % rent discount if the tenancy is not unlimited

- Obligation of standardised accounting of service costs of a flat, deregulation measures, facilitation of quality improvements and cost reduction in non-profit housing constructions (e.g. extension of the permissible sphere of business of non-profit building associations, introduction of «contracting models», above all with thermal renovation and modernisation etc.).

- Liberalisation of, and cost reduction for, housing management costs phasing out of the specific, so-called «Hausbesorgergesetz» (Caretaker Law),

France: In order to promulgate the conditions for steady dialogue between social housing organisations and tenants - particularly before any substantial amount of repair work -, the draft solidarity and urban renewal law calls for local consultation within each organisation.
The Netherlands:

Social rental sector (housing associations):

With regard to the social rental sector activities have been undertaken to achieve a «revolving fund» whereby solidarity is promoted between «rich» and «poor« housing associations and which will thereby promote legal equality between these important housing institutions in the Netherlands. A covenant was prepared in the course of 1999 to facilitate the Central Fund for Housing (Dutch: «Centraal Fonds voor de Volkshuisvesting») to establish this revolving fund.  The covenant will be evaluated two years after its signing which is due to take place early 2000. 

All housing associations - some 730 at present - have been examined individually in the second half of 1999 with the aim to measure their performance in terms of financial continuity, the legal appropriateness and effectiveness of their operations. This had also been done in 1997 and has resulted in solving a number of legal issues by establishing complaint commissions, in improving consultation between tenants and landlords, and in the formulation of a policy for selling rental dwellings by housing associations. The number of housing associations with too low financial reserves has decreased, partly as a consequence of mutual mergers; consultations were held and agreements were made with financially weak housing associations. In a number of cases observations were made concerning the efforts of housing associations in the field of urban regeneration.

An examination of the 1997 annual reports of the housing associations, which was completed in 1999, shows that the housing associations is fulfilling its task in a broader sense than legally determined. This has resulted in an interim decision framework, which allows for prior judgement by the Minister of housing of activities which formally fall outside the legal scope of the housing associations. Parliament was informed about this interim solution and had a debate on it with the State Secretary mid 1999. No objections have been put forward by Parliament on this intended interim supervisory framework.  Parliament will be informed in the course of 2000 on how relevant cases will have been dealt with.

An overview of the performance of housing associations in 1998 was issued in a report, which was issued and sent to Parliament late 1999. The general picture is that they have performed their tasks reasonably well and that housing of their prime target group is accordingly satisfactory. The report expresses the expectation that this will also be the case in 1999, especially in the field of urban regeneration, restructuring of the existing housing stock and liveability; these tasks have been somewhat neglected in 1998.

The overview also shows that a number of other government policy aims are being achieved: there are sufficient affordable dwellings to house the policy target group (lower income brackets), investments in planned maintenance have risen; sustainable building measures have been taken in new housing construction as well as in improvements of the existing housing stock; investments in improving the liveability of districts and neighbourhoods have been made and consultation mechanisms between tenants and landlords have been structurally introduced almost everywhere. However, a number of issues deserve further attention, one being that the sale of rental dwellings to tenants has not increased sufficiently (15,000 in 1997 and 16,000 in 1998).

Finally much effort has gone into bringing the activities of housing associations in line with fair competition by means of deregulation and legislation; this is of high importance in view of the very large share (3/4) of housing associations in the rental stock in the Netherlands. A working group has finalised its vision on these issues towards the end of 1999 on the basis of which political decision making can then take place in 2000.

United Kingdom:

Tenant Participation compact – tenants play an important role in social housing.  They must be involved if local authorities are to make better housing investment decisions, deliver better services and tackle social exclusion.  Authorities have introduced Tenant Participation Compacts from April 2000 – these are agreements between councils and their tenants on how tenants can be involved in decisions about managing their homes in a way that meets their needs and properties.

A new financial regime for local authority housing finance - we are introducing a new regime to encourage authorities to focus on the efficient management of their housing assets and putting their finances on a business-like footing.  It will make it easier for tenants to see how their housing is funded.

Introduction of Best Value Framework - from April 2000 we have put in place a Best Value Housing framework and a new Housing Inspectorate.  This extra money is improving the quality of existing stock. Best Value in housing is about the delivery by local authorities of high – quality, efficient housing services that are responsive to the needs and aspirations of local people.  The Housing Inspectorate will provide a robust scrutiny of local authorities’ performance and help ensure effective delivery of the significant resources devoted to housing.

A single capital pot for local authority housing capital – on 1 April 2000 the Government introduced a single capital pot for local authority housing capital expenditure, giving authorities greater discretion over resources and enabling them to take strategic approach to investment needs in all types of housing.

Sweden:

Development of public housing sector and tenants influence

The rental sector in Sweden makes up 40 % of the housing stock. Private companies own half of the rental sector and the other half is owned by public housing companies. The public housing companies are non-profit organisations owned by local authorities. Apartments are available to everyone, irrespective of household income, the size of the family or other factors. Because of this (public) system (which is open to all), Sweden does not have any housing reserved for specific social groups.

In recent years conditions on the housing market have changed substantially, especially for the public housing companies. All preferential special rules have been abolished and public housing companies compete on the housing market on the same terms as privately owned housing. In these circumstances, many local authorities want to sell their public housing companies on the market. In order to reverse this negative trend in the sector, the Government has set up an official commission of inquiry to develop proposals for new legal instruments for the public housing sector. The same commission is also to suggest measures to guarantee tenants influence in public housing companies. 

Reforms

Many countries have either currently voted in or are debating important laws or framework texts on housing policy.

Germany: The purpose of the housing aid law reform is so that, in the future, funds will be used more efficiently and better directed. The target group will cease to be "broad sections" of the population, and more focused on households that are unable to find suitable housing by themselves on the market. In addition to the construction of new housing, more attention must be given to the existing housing offer within the subsidy policy, because this offer usually includes the cheapest housing.

Austria: In June 2000, the Austrian Parliament adopted a "Wohnrechtsnovelle 2000" (housing rights reform) aimed at a general reduction in the cost of housing which modifies, in particular, two of the three "pillars" of the provisions in Austrian civil law on housing, the one concerning landlord and tenant laws, and the one on social housing (the third concerns the ownership of dwellings).

Spain: New Housing Plan 1998-2001 (Royal Decree 1186/1998, dated 12 June).

The New Plan calls for adaptation of the financing objectives and techniques to the new Spanish economic and financial context.  It namely deals with a development of the rental housing offer and a simplification of financial relations with Autonomous Communities.

Finland: A housing policy strategy, prepared by the Ministry of the Environment, was approved by the Privy Council in June 2000. Its objective was to create the conditions for good housing at reasonable costs in order to promote regional balance and social cohesion.

France: Draft solidarity and urban renewal law.
This important law, currently being discussed in Parliament, aims at promoting a new way of thinking about sustainable, balanced urban development likely to foster social cohesion. 

Netherlands: An important revision of the government's housing policy defined in "Housing in the 21st century " (in Dutch: " Nota Wonen in de 21e eeuw ", or: " Nota Wonen ") will be published in 2000. The fundamental base of the Government's housing policy in the first decade of the 21st century - a widely debated subject - will be set down. The discussion relied on an existing study relative to housing in 2030 (in Dutch: "Woonverkenningen"), and on an evaluation of the previous fundamental government policy report written in 1989. 

Portugal: The Government recently presented The Housing Offer Modernisation Pact (PMPH) whose goal is to rehabilitate the housing offer, and restart tenancy to absorb the deficiencies in the country's housing sector.
United Kingdom: «The Housing Green Book» - the ministry responsible for housing (DETR) recently published a green book "Quality and choice of housing - decent housing for all". This document offers a whole range of proposals to modernise housing policies so that everyone may have access to decent housing. This is the first complete re-examination of the Government's housing policy in 23 years.

· Housing allowance

The Netherlands: Rent subsidies:

At the request of Parliament to be informed in a more detailed way on a number of issues dealt with in the Ministry’s annual report of 1999, special attention was given to the issue of performance figures relating to rent subsidies. 

Measures have been taken in this connection, notably that, in order to control government expenditures, a covenant was agreed between the Ministry and landlord organisations on the maximum rent subsidy limit, and on the maximum national average rent subsidy increase (3.3%).  This has also involved an agreement that in case this percentage is transgressed compensation by the landlords can be demanded. 

Efficiency measures have also been taken to decrease the costs of implementing the rent subsidy regulation.

With regard to rent subsidies in general the situation in the Netherlands is that the average rent subsidy has increased substantially since 1996/1997, namely by almost f. 35,- per month. The increase has taken place in all eligible income categories sub-categories and has resulted in an extra decrease of the net housing quote by 2% on average. The largest increase has taken place in rent subsidies for one-person households and households aged 65 or more. 

In 1998 (latest data available) 1,030,700 households (in 1997: 978,500) received rent allowance representing a total of f. 2,931,000,000 (1997: 2,438,000). The increase is due to refinements of the rent subsidy system. 
Germany: Amendment of the Housing Allowance

I. Act Housing allowance is paid to all households that cannot afford to pay for suitable dwellings on their own (1998: 2.95 million households, i.e. just under 8 per cent). The expenditure on housing allowance amounted to DM 7 billion in 1998. In spite of the efforts to consolidate the federal budget, an amendment of the legislation on housing allowance increasing funding by approximately DM 1.4 billion has been passed which will come into effect in 2001. Starting in 2001, allowance recipients in the old Länder will receive a little over DM 80 more - and hence more than 50 per cent – more a month in housing allowance than has previously been the case. The number of allowance recipients will increase. In addition to this, the housing allowance system in western Germany will be merged with the system in the eastern part of the country where payments have been higher since reunification.




Source: DGUHC using national data

· Rent

Several countries have reviewed their laws governing Landlords and Tenants:

Austria: 

In June 2000, the Austrian Parliament adopted a «Wohnrechtsnovelle 2000» (Housing rights reform) aiming i.e. at a general reduction of housing costs by means of amending in particular two of the three «pillars» of the provisions of Austrian civil law in respect of housing i.e.»Mietrechtsgesetz» (Landlord and Tenant Law), «Wohnungseigentumsgesetz1975 « (Flat Property Law), and «Wohnungsgemeinnützigkeitsgesetz» (Non-Profit Housing Law).

The Austrian housing legislator aims at the following future trend: 

A (traditionally) carefully and socially compatible liberalisation of the housing market, «step by step» and without affecting existing contracts, and the harmonisation and, possibly, standardisation and facilitation of housing rights which, for historical reasons, are fragmented and casuistic indeed.

Luxembourg:

- Reform of the legislation on rents aimed at reworking the yield of private investment in building, namely the redefinition of the yield rate, redefinition of the capital invested, introduction of the annual rent adaptation principle, etc.

The Netherlands 

Rent and rent subsidy policy:

The general aim of rent policy is to control rent developments in order to control housing expenditures and thereby also taking profitability of the investments by the housing associations into account.

Apart from that rent policy is also aimed at transparent legislation securing the rights of tenants and landlords.

Rent policy for the short-term was laid down in the annual so-called «Rent letter» (Dutch: «Huurbrief») which was sent to parliament in the course of 1999. Research undertaken on this subject has shown that the rent level development is increasingly progressing towards the level of inflation. Further reduction of the average rent development is considered feasible, although differentiation should be allowed for depending on the specific characteristics of the dwellings concerned, and the financial and investment tasks of the landlords concerned.

Prolonged discussions with Parliament took place on the rent policy proposed; it was only in the beginning of 2000 that agreement could be reached. The discussions concerned the wish of a majority in Parliament to determine a maximum rent increase per dwelling in line with inflation, as against an average maximum rent increase at a level approaching the inflation level, as was agreed at the time the cabinet was formed. It was ultimately agreed that the maximum allowable rent increase for 2000 was set at 3.8%.

On November 30, 1999 a change in the «Law on Rent Prices for Housing Accommodation» entered into force. This means that it has become possible for Dutch citizens to commence a separate legal procedure filing a notice of objection with regard to maintenance. Due to this, possibilities to exert sanctions have improved and the housing consumer's position has become stronger. 

Adaptations in the sense of renewed indexing of the maximum subsidisable rent level limit have also been introduced in the Rent Subsidy Act (Dutch: «Huursubsidiewet») per July 1, 1999. This was done on the basis of a covenant signed by the end of 1998. Monitoring has showed that particularly small private landlords have not adhered sufficiently to the covenant agreements. This has lead Parliament to insist on additional means to enforce compliance with the agreements; an instrument aimed at making it possible to reclaim excessive rent increases is under preparation; this involves a change in the Rent Subsidy Act which will enter into force by July 1, 2000.

3 - Main economic indicators and other elements concerning the housing context.

Demographic changes 

Most countries are undergoing the same demographic development: low population growth with a tendency toward stabilisation, and a great increase in the number of households. There is also a progressive ageing of the population. However, some internal migrations are being observed; these migrations are more or less noticeable and different depending on the countries: in Sweden and Finland, there is great polarisation toward urban areas and the capitals in particular; in France, the changes are more contrasted, particularly in areas with a dominant rural environment where there is a positive change when these areas are under an urban influence.

In addition, external migratory flows are expected in several countries, namely Italy and Spain.

Mid-term economic outlooks 

In the 15 countries of the European Union, the mid-term economic outlooks are good, the GDP is expected to be positive, the unemployment rates are dropping, interests rates are low and inflation under control. Household demand for dwellings is having a great influence on European growth in the United Kingdom as well as the Euro zone. In Germany and Italy, two countries that used to be far behind the rest, signs of renewed confidence by households is appearing.

Main changes in urban development and/or urban indicators

Many countries have problem areas, most often in the enormous complexes built in the 1960's and 1970's which tend to house a population full of handicaps. In the section covering news about housing policies, we saw that dealing with these neighbourhoods was an important action item for a certain number of countries. On the other hand, several countries have experienced localised urban decline requiring specific handling. Finland is undertaking a separate thought process on this issue. Finally, problems with the quality of the urban environment have taken on an increasingly important dimension in Europe: Greece, which is particularly affected by pollution problems, is developing a policy aimed at improving this situation.

4. - Changes in the housing market 

General suitability of the offer and demand for housing

With the exception of Ireland whose housing needs are quite high, the situation in the European Union countries is complex: most countries feel they have enough housing, and the only remaining problems are some adjustment problems in certain regions or in certain segments of the offer.

Yet, the Netherlands post a deficit of 85 000 housing units corresponding to 1.3% of the offer. Denmark considers that, at its current construction pace, the offer-to-demand equilibrium will only be reached in 2040 if young people leave home at 20 and in 2007 if they are 25. Portugal recognises severe shortages, particularly in the Lisbon and Porto areas. In Spain, despite a very dynamic construction market, the offer is having a hard time meeting the great demand. In Ireland, the situation is comparable to that of Spain, and despite a considerable construction effort, the demand is skyrocketing. 

In Finland, the government has drawn up a common action document with the municipalities of the Helsinki metropolitan area to promote land use. This action should be spread to other centres located in a growth zone.

In Sweden, the substantial drop in construction these past years has given rise to the fear of a housing crisis in the dynamic metropolitan zones.

The following table presents new housing construction. It reveals great differences in the rates of construction for 1000 inhabitants: Ireland, Portugal, Greece, Spain, and to a lesser extent Austria, have high rates of construction, over 10 for the first four countries; while Sweden has an extremely low rate (less than 2), Belgium, Denmark and the United Kingdom have a rate slightly over 3, while the rest of the countries have a rate close to 6. 

Nevertheless, one should be careful in interpreting these comparisons, because the figures do not have the same definitions in each country.

New constructions


Dwellings built

(1) 
Dwelling construction/1000 inhabitants






1998
1999
1998
1999

GERMANY * ( c)
501 000*
473 000*
6,11
5,77

AUSTRIA * (c)

59 400*

7,36

BELGIUM (a)
39 000

3,84


DENMARK 
19 150
17 200
3,62
3,25

SPAIN 
432 000
520 770
11,0
13,2

FINLAND (c) 
29 800
27 800
5,78
5,39

FRANCE 
285 000
317 500
4,87
5,43

GREECE
40 000

11,03


ITALY 





IRELAND
42 300
46 500
11,31
12,42

LUXEMBOURG (a)

2 198

5,40

NETHERLANDS 
90 516
78 625
5,78
5,02

PORTUGAL (a)
108 095
117 021
10,9
11,8

UNITED KINGDOM 
188 000
188 000
3,22
3,22

SWEDEN 
13 000
15 000
1,49
1,72

(1) a: authorised  c: completed, the rest corresponds to sites under work

* These figures include dwelling having undergone heavy renovation, for Germany new constructions alone represented: 443 800 in 1998 and 388 700 in 1999




Source: Euroconstruct 2000

In several countries, even in relatively fluid housing markets, there frequently is a particularly tense situation for youths and households with low revenues who cannot find housing without specific allowances.

In countries where most households are tenants, there generally is encouragement toward acquiring property, followed by a development in the construction of individual homes. This is particularly the case in Germany, as well as the Netherlands.

On the other hand, in countries with a high rate of ownership like Ireland or Spain, the need for a greater rental sector is being felt, which in turn puts pressure on rent prices. Although the general trend is for an increase in the share of individual home construction in new construction, Luxembourg, on the other hand, is experiencing the inverse situation.
· Development of construction per type of financing


Private dwellings


Social or regulated or rented dwellings

(1)


in %
 in %


1998
1999
1998
1999

GERMANY

94,0

6,0

AUSTRIA  (rental housing)

65,0

35,0

DENMARK
62,4
66,2
37,6
33,7

SPAIN (regulated housing)
74,1
81,3
25,9
18,6

FINLAND 

67.0

33,0

FRANCE  
84,5
87,4
15,5
12,6

IRELAND 
92,3
92,4
7,7
7,6

NETHERLANDS 
77,8
83,0
22,2
17,0

GREAT BRITAIN 

86,5

13,5

(1) If these are not social rental units, the type of dwelling involved is indicated.

The above table shows the great contrast in situations since the share of private dwellings built annually can vary from 65 % to 95 % depending on the structure of the offer.

· Development of construction per geographic sector (cities and regions).
The most current trend seems to be a polarisation of construction around the most dynamic regions, which leads to problems of land shortage and rising prices. The extent of contrasted regional changes is underlined in several countries, and has led toward better adaptation of policies toward local situations.

· Development of the rehabilitation and modernisation of existing dwellings.

From the point of view of the building sector, modernisation and improvement work done to the housing offer represents a substantial part of the market in almost every country. This work is often subject to public subsidies. This sector is seeing even more development because political guidelines often encourage greater use of existing buildings. 

From the point of view of urban development, most countries who experienced a great deal of post-war suburban zoning have undertaken urban regeneration operations, usually by applying special programmes that deal with both the physical and social aspects of these neighbourhoods. (See above)

· Changes in housing vacancy 

Several countries are experiencing a great deal of housing vacancy. This is the case in Sweden's rental sector, in regions that aren't expanding. This is also happening in Belgium, where the phenomenon is present yet hard to quantify, and often the result of aged owners who cannot undertake the work necessary to put their property back on the market. This is also the case in Germany where the vacancy rate is 13% in the new Länder. Deep structural modifications are at the base of this evolution, such as decreasing populations in municipalities with severe economic problems, plus an extensive and attractive new construction offer that cannot compete with bad quality stock. As a result, people with high incomes have left to become homeowners in more appealing housing districts. The German government has set up a commission of experts to come up with solutions.

In several countries, namely in Austria, housing located in the suburban areas of big communities are being abandoned. An analogous situation is found in the rural milieu, namely in France and Portugal where dwellings remain vacant because they either do not correspond to today's desired levels of comfort, or, most often, because there are no more activities to justify living in these areas.

However, it should be noted that the rate of vacancy is low in Greece, which denotes a general, rather tense situation.

· Mid-term outlooks

A certain number of developments are expected. In the Netherlands, representative of countries whose quantitative needs are relatively well-satisfied, the economy has moved forward these past years, and it is expected that the demand turn toward more quality in existing housing and new construction. The stock's worst elements from a qualitative aspect might come under less pressure and, if the housing market continues to develop positively and no restructuring is undertaken, vacancy will develop. The ageing population is slowing growing: the share of existing and new dwellings adapted to older people should increase.

In Greece, where new housing starts fall into set cycles, the present-day upward cycle should peak by 2003: the end of the cycle may lead to situations of relative shortage.

In Ireland, the lack of dwellings will lead to the development of social housing, since the estimated needs for affordable housing is 90 000 dwellings up until 2006.

In Austria, the annual needs are estimated at around 40 000 dwellings.

In Portugal, the housing market is in a crucial phase. On one hand, it is confronted with the end of the model that spawned its growth over these past years, and, on the other hand, the natural epilogue of the expansion cycle of new housing starts. This phase will require rapid adaptation to a new model placing a progressive accent on quality rather than quantity. Renovation of the older housing offer and revitalisation of the rental market will be the necessary consequences.

In Sweden, it is estimated that after a very low level of production these past years, the number of new dwelling built will progressively rise, with much development of individual homes.

· Sale of social rental housing (conversion into occupant ownership)

The sale of social rental housing to their occupants is one policy massively applied in certain countries (United Kingdom, Ireland), while more marginal, or even illegal, in others. In Finland, for example, only dwellings located in regions where the demand is low can be sold. In Sweden, part of the estate of housing companies has been sold to private companies, but in the Stockholm region, more than half of the co-operative dwellings have been sold to their occupants. In France, although legal, the sale of social housing remains marginal, and only about 1% of the national estate is sold each year to tenants.

In Portugal, where a specific structure was set up to process transfer of the public estate, the country recently modified its policy, because transferring state-owned housing meant to house families with low revenues in an already insufficient market, was too much of a contradiction.

· Particular problems with the construction of new dwellings

The problems encountered in building new dwellings include, in Ireland and Finland, problems with the capacities of the building production tool, and more particularly, the recruitment of qualified labour.

In most countries, whenever the demand is strong, suitable land is hard to find. Almost everywhere, a concern about urban overcrowding means municipalities are hesitant to open up too much virgin land to urbanisation, and instead, recommend the re-use of already developed land.

In Sweden, as in France, the reticence of some municipalities to bring in more dwellings is mentioned. Problems with urban development plans and excessive bureaucracy are also mentioned in Portugal.

Financing a dwelling

In general, a dwelling is financed through mortgages. There is an exception, however, in Greece a dwelling is usually self-financed, without taking out any loans which was the case in Italy until recently. Ireland is currently experiencing an unprecedented development in the mortgage market.

· Loans 

New loans taken out for mortgages


1997
1998
1999

BELGIUM
215 580
203 400


DENMARK*
292 543
379 876


SPAIN
479 237
480 020
523 849

FRANCE
872 000
904 000


GREECE*
16 843
20 436
20 266

IRELAND
57 901
61 407


NETHERLANDS
553 613
593 893
683 06

PORTUGAL 
157 302
220 542
237 017

UNITED KINGDOM
1 186 000
1 035 000
1 181 000

Source: European Mortgage Federation and national sources, and CREP national reports for France   * only EMF members -  in United Kingdom, these are approved loans.

The data provided by the European Mortgage Federation are used here, because they are the most uniform. They are completed by national reports whenever additional data was available.

· Mortgage rates


Rate of interest

applied in the 1st quarter 2000




GERMANY
7,0

AUSTRIA
5,4

BELGIUM
7,4

DENMARK 
6,7

SPAIN
5,3

FINLAND
5,4

FRANCE 
5,7

GREECE
7,0

ITALY 
5,0

IRELAND
4,4

LUXEMBOURG
6,0

NETHERLANDS 
5,1

PORTUGAL
6,0

UNITED KINGDOM 
7,6

SWEDEN 
7,1

· Housing as an investment 

housing investment out of total investment in 1999
in % of GDP


in  %


GERMANY
32,8
7,7 (1)

AUSTRIA

6,4

DENMARK 
21,6
4,2

SPAIN (97)
21,3
7

FINLAND

3,7

FRANCE 
24,5


ITALY 
23


IRELAND
31
10,4

NETHERLANDS 
29


UNITED KINGDOM
20,7


SWEDEN 
10


Source: national reports and accounts 

(1) Construction 

Although the data gathered may not be completely uniform, they confirm that Sweden has a low investment in housing, and that countries like Spain or Ireland are doing a great deal of work in this field. Germany's housing investment is also interesting to note, especially since it is dropping a bit every year; the share of housing in German FBCF was 35% in 1997.

· Household budget devoted to housing 

Cost of housing in household budget


in %

GERMANY
24,6

BELGIUM
27,0

DENMARK 
21,2

SPAIN
26,.9

FINLAND
19,0

FRANCE 
24,4

ITALY 
26,3

IRELAND*
14,9

LUXEMBOURG
36,1

PORTUGAL
20,6

UNITED KINGDOM * 
19

SWEDEN 
31,1

Source: national reports and accounts.

* In Ireland and the United Kingdom, energy costs are accounted for separately in household budgets, this is why the figure shown here Ireland is higher than the figure given in the Irish report (9,8).

There are sizeable differences from one country to another in terms of household housing budgets. People in Luxembourg and Sweden spend one third of their earnings on housing expenses, while the English spend less than 20%, and the Irish only 15%. 

· Public housing budgets

in local currency
Investment aid


Personal aid




1997
1998
1999
1997
1998
1999

GERMANY  (million DEM)
10 825,0
10 000,0
8 700,0
6 645,3
6 985,7


AUSTRIA (billion ATS)
30,6
35,0

2,0
2,0


DENMARK (billion DKK)
6, 169
5, 872

8, 170
8, 467


SPAIN (million ESP)
124 861,2
119 043,2
119 542,2




FINLAND (million FIM)
3 422,0
3 040,0
2 600,0
3 910,0
4 470,0
4 800,0

FRANCE (billion FRF)*
14,7
13,8
13,2
77,0
81,4
83,3

NETHERLANDS  (million NLG)
1 455,7
1 542,1
3 858,0
2 550,7
2 907,0
3 343,0

PORTUGAL  (billion PTE)

108,2





GREAT BRITAIN (million GBP)
4 066,0
4 076,0

11 212,0
11 219,0
12 171,0

SWEDEN  (million SEK)
20 804,0
10 826,0
7 367,0
15 739,0

15 037,0

* In France, the housing savings bonus was not included

in euro per inhabitant
Investment aid


Personal aid



conversion rate1/1/99
1997
1998
1999
1997
1998
1999

GERMANY
67,5
62,3
54,2
41,4
43,5


AUSTRIA
27,6
31,5

18,3
18,0


DENMARK 
15,9
14,9

21,0
21,5


SPAIN
14,8
14,1
14,1




FINLAND
98,1
86,8
74,0
126,7
144,5
154,8

FRANCE 
38,5
36,0
34,4
201,6
212,4
216,6

NETHERLANDS
42,3
44,7
111,8
74,2
84,3
96,9

PORTUGAL

54,1





GREAT BRITAIN
100,5
100,4

277,1
276,3
298,9

SWEDEN 
247,9
128,9
87,7
187,5

178,9

An analysis of the available data highlights great differences from one country to another. It should be noted that 1999 was exceptional for the Netherlands. Sweden, which used to spend quite a lot on investment aid, has progressively brought its budget down to a level comparable with that of other countries. As for personal aid (housing allowances), Great Britain and France support a high level of expense.

· Change in housing prices 
Cost of new dwellings

in euros
Land/m²
Mid-size flats (1)
Mid-size house
Social housing

GERMANY

103 027



AUSTRIA

92 525



BELGIUM





Brussels
135
79 960
106 714


Flemish area
43
82 390
75 325


Walloon area
18
65 756
63 215


DENMARK 
272


118 140

FINLAND Helsinki


189 084


rest of Finland


103 349


FRANCE 

83 070
111 557


ITALY

100 709
123 311


IRELAND



98 786

NETHERLANDS

108 458
157 469


UNITED KINGDOM





England


144 588


Northern Ireland


98 745


SWEDEN 

119 771
139 081


Source: reports from each country and local statistical data

(1) For flats, when m² data was available, the reference was a dwelling of 65 m².

As mentioned in the national reports, construction prices are particularly high in Germany and Sweden. These countries have taken particular measures to bring down these costs (in Germany, a specific initiative was made «to initiate low cost and ecological construction», in Sweden, several commissions should present proposals to the Government).

In terms of changes in construction costs, most of them have evolved reasonably in almost all countries over the last period, but that doesn't prevent rise in sales prices in sectors under great pressure.

Housing quality and sustainable development policy in the field of urban housing and development

In most countries, the overall quality of the housing offer is good. However, a certain number of dwellings should undergo improvement and modernisation programmes.

In terms of sustainable development, much attention has been placed on the energy quality of housing in most countries, and several, such as Germany and the United Kingdom are developing new policies around this theme. Finland is developing policies to help with the application of the law voted in 1993 on this subject. The implementation of energy diagnostic systems is being generalised, such as the system put in place in the Netherlands (EPA: Energie Prestatie Advies).

Building regulation is also a newsworthy subject, and most countries share the concern for modernisation and simplification. Several countries have undertaken specific action, such as the Netherlands, which integrated this subject in their report on "Housing in the 21st century". And Germany also integrated this subject in the "initiative for low-cost and ecological construction".

Several countries have published guides for building designers aimed at improving housing. They usually integrate energy criteria, quality of the ambient environment, and choice of materials.

Similar initiatives exist in the field of zoning and location of dwellings: the United Kingdom has developed an "initiative on the quality of zoning", Sweden has modified its law on zoning and construction to properly integrate the environment and sustainable development. Finland has put into place " environmental specifications" whose utilisation is not mandatory, but that can serve as a reference for all. France is in the process of reviewing its zoning tools to better integrate sustainable development.

· Technical developments

Many countries are generalising the use of "building maintenance logs" that monitor the repairs made, and help schedule major work.

In its new regulations that came into force in July 2000, Denmark imposes the recuperation of rainwater for toilets and washing machines. This country is also preparing ecological labels for building products taking into account their impact on the environment.

Several countries have experimented with life-size ecological houses: ECO-HOUSE 99 in Denmark, and the Viikki experimental zone in Finland; while Sweden has proclaimed the year 2001 to be the year of architecture, and is organising "Bo01", an exhibition on housing to be held in Malmö in 2001.

· Main health problems encountered in buildings
Among the problems identified as health issues in buildings, moisture and mould were mentioned in Denmark, Finland and Ireland; while specific measures for radon protection have been taken in Sweden, Denmark, France and Luxembourg.

� Boxed texts are quotes from national reports.
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