The Nederlandse Woonbond fears a sharp increase in the number of evictions

The Nederlandse Woonbond fears a sharp increase in the number of evictions in the coming years. The introduction of more market competition in the rental housing sector by the current centrist/right-wing government will lead to far higher rents. This, combined with economising measures such as cuts in housing subsidies, is leading to a decrease in consumer spending power. Tenants must devote an increasingly larger portion of their income to rent. As long as they can continue to pay it. However, the number of evictions has been steadily rising in recent decades. In 1996 the figure was more than 6,000 but by 2004 it had risen to about 8,400. In nine out of ten cases the reason for the eviction was that tenants had fallen into arrears with their rent payments. The stricter debt collection policies of housing owners have somewhat curtailed the growth of evictions. This, however, can only go so far. 

A new development is the central registration of renters who are in arrears on their rent or energy bills. Tenants who are behind on their rent or energy payments should brace themselves for the worst. Not only can they be evicted from their homes or have their gas and electricity shut off, but their debts will also soon be centrally registered at the Bureau Krediet Registratie (the Credit Registration Bureau). On Wednesday 10 May, Aedes (the association of Dutch housing corporations) and EnergieNed (the federation of energy companies in the Netherlands) signed an agreement with Bureau Krediet Registratie on the new central debt registration system. When the registration will begin is not known. According to the provisions of the Bureau Krediet Registratie, those with outstanding debts will remain in their system for five years. Aedes views the agreement as 'an instrument to address the debt problem’.  According to Aedes, housing corporations send 200,000 late payment reminders and outstanding rent debt leads to 700 evictions per month. 

The Woonbond is less than happy about the agreement. 'We are not in principle against a strict debt collection policy, but a central registration system puts the cart before the horse. Many people get into payment problems because they cannot keep up with rising rents and energy costs. Registration without a humane debt management policy or social safety net in place then leads to stigmatisation. We therefore have the strong impression that such an agreement benefits property owners and power companies rather than tenants who fall behind on their rent.' It is noteworthy that many housing corporations have no contact at all with debt assistance agencies on the local level.

That the Woonbond is seriously concerned about the rise in the number of evictions is not only due to the consequences of the new housing policy which has yet to take effect. There are already signs in a number of cities that things are going wrong and that the number of evictions is rising sharply. In Amsterdam the number of evictions due to arrears in rent payments has increased by 17 per cent in four years time, to 1,612 cases. In Leiden the growth in the number of evictions from 2003 to 2004 has been estimated at 52 per cent. Because the absolute numbers are low in this small city, the estimate may not be 100 per cent accurate, but it nevertheless reflects a considerable increase. Increases have also been reported in Rotterdam, where the number of evictions in 2005 rose by one-quarter in comparison with 2004, to 1,400. Other cities too, including The Hague and Utrecht, have stated that the number of evictions is increasing.

What is the legal position?

Dissolution of a rental contract due to arrears in rent payments is legitimate because a tenant has a reciprocal obligation. He or she is required to pay the rent in the agreed-upon manner and time, usually the first day of the month. This is specified in the Dutch Civil Code [Burgerlijk Wetboek 7:212 BW]. If rent payments fall into arrears for a period of three months, dissolution of the rental contract by the court is not only possible but probable. The landlord however is not permitted to carry out the verdict to evict if the tenant is participating in a debt assistance programme. Fortunately, there are housing corporations who are willing to cooperate on debt assistance programmes.
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