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Background

After the 2nd World War the country entered an age of prosperity, known as the “economic miracle”. Between 1951 and 1971, the population increased by nearly 11 per cent while households increased by 35 per cent. Almost the entire demographic growth of the country concentrated in a few major metropolitan areas, which were invested by huge waves of migration. In the meantime non-urban areas reduced their share of the pie (-11 per cent), generating by the way a relevant phenomenon of abandon of dwellings. A severe shortage was then experienced (partially because of war destruction) notwithstanding a massive effort in construction that allowed the number of dwellings to double (a process that took place until the end of the 70s).

Despite the fact that the main metropolitan areas collected 46 per cent of all new residential construction, the gap between households and dwellings has been widening for all the period spanning through the three post-war censuses. During the same years, a relevant share of all completions was diverted to non-primary uses; i.e. the number of vacancies steadily grew. 

The beginning of the final and present step can be tracked down to the de-industrialisation crisis of the end of 70s, which considerably changed the regional pattern of development. Since then, population has been stable, having substantially reached its peak in the mid 80s (later small increases are basically due to foreign immigration), while households grew by 32 per cent. Also the rate of increase in dwelling completions reached its peak during the 70s, and has been slowing down afterwards, as well as the vacancy rate, yet exceedingly redundant according to all estimates. The most important change that took place in this period was the dispersal of growth, which no longer concentrated in major urban areas, but affected mainly cities in the Centre and North Eastern regions which had not been previously interested by economic development. 

In the meanwhile a new demography emerged, particularly in the North. Overall population growth is now low and falling. But new pressures are becoming apparent. The elderly (more than half living alone) now comprise 16 per cent of the population and this is set to rise to 20 per cent a decade ahead. Immigration from East Europe and North Africa of low income households has grown sharply. There are signs that the traditional pattern of large families (with relatively small amounts of space per capita) is beginning to change; single households (most of them old retired people) have overcome the rate of 20 per cent, especially in urban areas such as Milan (32 per cent) or Rome (nearby 40 per cent in the central districts).
As for the social concern of housing policies, problems of poverty and exclusion have mixed up with a widespread problem of affordability, especially in urban areas. Later estimation of housing needs stressed that poverty, on the one hand, and housing stress, on the other, are not coincident factors, but combine in producing a new demand. A minimum estimated of 900 thousands families in housing stress (5 per cent of the total), which can be extended to a twice as maximum, were expected in this situation five years ago (Tosi 1994b). Housing problems concentrate in major urban areas, especially in a few high-rise estates. Moreover, housing stress is articulated according to different geo-economic areas, being particularly extended in southern big cities. Finally, new processes of exclusion from housing interfere with the former more traditional factors, creating a reduced core of people in “extreme need”.

Italian system of housing policies

The Italian system of housing policies may be characterised as:

(a) a system in which "diffusive" policies (mainly addressed to support access to home ownership) have been predominant. State involvement has been weak,  social housing policies have been weak: 

Until the late 1980s the obvious emphasis of Italian housing policy was to expand production, usually of larger homes, to cope with a growing population. However state support for doing so was both restricted and, at the local scale, poorly organised;

Housing policies have been relatively weak from a welfare viewpoint. On the one hand, the supply of social housing has been scarce and, on the other hand, social housing policies have not been sufficiently targeted  to the needs of  marginalised groups and groups in extreme poverty as well as being poorly integrated with general social welfare programmes.

(b) a system characterised by the great regional variance of policies: housing problems are very different according to areas; responsibilities for welfare and for housing are regional, and there is a high discretionary power for municipalities;  local welfare system are very different, also for historical reasons, as for the extension of the protection they offer and the effectiveness of their action. (This puts a question mark over current readings of the Italian situation and its classification as a supposed “southern European or Mediterranean type” model. Definitions such as "familistic model",  "a rudimentary assistance model" are extremely reductive. In fact, no label may be applied to the country as a whole: at least the definition "dualistic system" should be added, with reference to the difference between South and the rest of the country).

In the '80s and '90s, public policies re-organisation affected housing sector as well. Since the age of mass-housing, social housing construction continuously declined. The already limited share of 8 per cent per year at the beginning of the '80s felt to a scant 2 per cent at the in 1991 not to rise anymore. However, public supported housing construction did not completely disappear. In the ‘90s, a state supported housing programme concentrated on major urban areas, trying to contrast urban decline by subsidising the provision of rented dwelling. New estates were built not only for low-income people, but also for people unable to find an affordable rented flat or even a rented flat itself. Later, public finance to social housing diminished again, while local authorities became more and more involved with the new configuration of housing needs and poverty issues.  

The crux in the change in tenure – increase of home-ownership, reduction in the private rental sector – is a tendency toward a rigid market structure, one that seemingly contrasts with the more flexible demand that has grown in the last years. 

In the past twenty years housing policies subverted the long stratification of policies. As in most European countries, there was a general decline in public investment, and a shift away from government regulation towards market mechanism, in particular in the control of the rented sector; a decentralisation of government control, with direct involvement of (and partially a devolution to) local authorities; a shift from generic to specific subsidies, targeted to the groups with the weakest socio-economic position. 

Sector distribution

The share of home-ownership has been steadily increasing since the ‘70s, and is now over two third of the total - 69 per cent in 1998, about 13 million households. It is continuing to expand. 

The rented stock is about 4,5 millions dwellings, approximately at 22 per cent of the housing stock. It was more than half of the total after II World War: since then it has been halved. The rate of rented dwellings has sharply declined during the last quarter of the century, in particular during the '80s. At the 1991 census it was about 29 per cent (equal to 25 rental units per 100 households, the European average being 39 units per 100 households (Coppo 1995).  After the 1991 census it has diminished by 100,000 units per year. It is still decreasing, even if at a lower pace. 

The decline of the rented sector has benefited not only ownership but also alternative forms of tenure (mainly not for profit ones), which now accounts for almost 10 per cent (more than 2 millions households) of the total stock - life-tenancy 2.2; rent-free 5.8; other 0.9. Such tenure forms are not "residual", they have recovered since the collapse of renting. People in tenure others than rent and ownership are rather poor (72 per cent is below the average income).

The social rented sector is traditionally limited in Italy. It was estimated around 821,000 units (about 20 per cent of rental stock) in 1998 (Sunia, Rst 1999), a slightly reduced figures compared to more official but less recent data (1.1 million approximately according to Istat 1991). This is mainly due to the selling programme of the late '90s. Social rented housing  provides 5-6 per cent of accommodation. 

Rural/urban

Renting is higher in metropolitan areas, especially in southern ones. Ownership rate is lower in cities than in the average: 58.6 per cent in metropolitan cores, against the average of 69 per cent. However, even in the new settlements in the metropolitan belts or in medium size cities the rate is close to the national average. On the opposite, the rented sector almost disappear in smaller municipalities, often in rural areas.

	Table 1. Sector distribution across rural / urban areas (in %)

	
	Owners
	Renters
	Other

	metropolitan cores
	58.6
	33.4
	8.0

	metropolitan belts
	69.1
	23.2
	7.7

	More than 50.001 inhab.
	68.1
	24.8
	7.1

	Form 10.001 to 50.000 inhab.
	69.9
	19.8
	10.3

	From 2001 to 10.000 inhab.
	73.8
	14.1
	12.1

	Until 2000 inhabit.
	77.0
	12.2
	10.8

	Italy
	69.0
	21.5
	9.5


Source: Istat 1998

Regional differences

Regional differences in dwelling models are very sharp: for instance, the rate of single family houses varies from 17 per cent in the old industrialised regions of the Northwest to 40 per cent of the rural and tourist Southern regions; and from 7.7 per cent in cities to 40 per cent in non‑urban municipalities. As for the tenure forms, the rented sector is higher in the industrialised regions of Northwest and in the highly urbanised and poor South. To put it in other words, two thirds of the rental sector concentrated in the six regions were are located the main cities (Turin, Milan, Bologna, Rome, Naples, Palermo).

	Table 2. Tenure per macro-regions ( in percentage )

	
	Owners 
	Rental 
	Other 

	North West
	67.3
	23.3
	8.0

	North East
	71.0
	19.1
	9.9

	Centre
	70.6
	19.8
	9.6

	South
	66.0
	23.8
	10.2

	Main Islands
	72.8
	19.2
	8.0

	Italy
	69.0
	21.5
	9.5


Source: Istat 1998

	Table 3. Rented dwellings in metropolitan areas per macro-regions

	metropolitan areas      

              Total

	

Core 
belts


	North West

36.5
34.0
26.8

	North East

37.9
13.5
19.4

	Centre

35.3
15.1
23.7

	South

46.7
30.1
22.7


	Islands

44.0
21.3
21.9


Source: Istat 1996

	Table 4. Tenure per regions (in percentage)

	
	Owners 
	Rental

	Piemonte
	67.1
	24.5

	Valle d'Aosta
	62.3
	23.9

	Lombardia
	69.0
	21.2

	Trentino-Alto Adige
	69.7
	20,9

	Bolzano-Bozen
	65.1
	24.9

	Trento
	74.2
	16.9

	Veneto
	69.8
	19.7

	Friuli-Venezia Giulia
	72.7
	19.6

	Liguria
	60.6
	30.5

	Emilia-Romagna
	72.1
	18.0

	Toscana
	74.8
	18.3

	Umbria
	78.9
	11.3

	Marche
	73.6
	14.9

	Lazio
	65,9
	23.2

	Abruzzo
	71.6
	17.7

	Molise
	75,5
	13.1

	Campania
	58.9
	31.1

	Puglia
	70.1
	20.9

	Basilicata
	74.5
	15.8

	Calabria
	69.4
	18.2

	Sicilia
	72.0
	20.1

	Sardegna
	75.4
	16.4

	Italy
	69,0
	21.5


Source: Istat 1998

Expenditure on housing policy

There is no recent data from which total spending and share of GDP can be calculated. There is some partial data which gives an idea of expenditure on housing policy.

· According to Eurostat, in 1993 total social expenditure was 25.8 percent of GDP (E12: 27.7); social expenditure excluding unemployment compensation was 25.3 percent (E12: 25.9). Expenditure for housing as percent of total expenditure was 0.0 (E12: 1.6); as percent of GDP: 0.0 (E12: 0.4)  (European Commission 1995).
· According to European Observatory on Social Housing (Cecodhas), Expenditure for housing as percent of total expenditure was 0.01 in 1992,  0.02 in 1990. 

· Before the reform of the (early) ‘90s, the allocation of resources for social housing was some 500 million euros per year (see 4. Social housing).

· Resources allocated to regions in order to accomplish the ongoing housing programmes: for the year 2000, in the 1999 national budget law 2,994 billions of lire (2,098 million euros) were allocated to housing  on the whole (0.3 of the overall budget, according to a Cnel estimate), that is to all current the programmes, included social housing, subsidies for construction, benefits and allowances for the rent sector, and urban renewal. 
· In 1999, 600 billions lire (about 300 million euros) were assigned to the national scheme meant to help low-income households in rental accommodation (rent supplement benefits) (see 3.). 

Owner-occupied sector

Ownership is highly correlated with income, which is commonly studied by proxies such as jobs and education.  No surprise that the better off tend to be owner at a rate higher than the average (in 1996, only 15 per cent of entrepreneurs and professionals rent their homes; the same rate was 19.1 in 1991).  

However, ownership rate does not ever show a clear-cut class cleavage. Even if blue collars (30.7, almost the same than five years before: 32.1) are twice as likely to be in the rented sector than entrepreneurs, they are quite well represented among the owners as well. In fact, owners among blue collars are now  69.3 per cent, with a significant increase compared to the post war period. Still in 1971 and 1978, in fact, industrial blue collars were likely to be owner at a rate respectively of 42 and 44 per cent.

Mortgage interest relief as well as tax relief on the dwelling in use are provided for all the owners in the case of  "main home"; some of these measures are allowed for all owners until a certain amount. 

Over the last few years, policies on housing ownership have shown three main trends:

· reduction of the tax burden on property owned by individuals;

· reduction of taxes connected with purchase of property;

· tax incentives to renovate property, both for entire apartment blocks and individual.

As a whole, the trend in the '90s has been in the sense of lowering the limits as regards mortgage interest reliefs, and enlarging limits as for tax reliefs. 

Tax subsidies and tax relief for owner occupiers. The main tax measures
 cited are VAT; income tax; local authority property tax  (ICI) – set each year by local authorities.

Different tax subsidies are provided above all for the purchase or construction of a “first house” or “main house (“main house” means that in which the owner normally lives - not for example a holiday house):
· VAT has been reduced to 4 per cent on purchase (and the tax base on which it is calculated has been reduced);

· Local authorities usually charge a lower ICI rate for the main house;

· the land registration tax for housing is reduced. The 2000 National Budget Law reduced the rate for purchase of the main house from 4 to 3 per cent (the ordinary rate also fell from 8 to 7 per cent);
· for income tax, there has been a progressive reduction of taxable income. The 2000 National Budget Law provided a reduction to 1,800,000 Lire (further reductions were provided for pensioners with an income between 9,400,000 Lire and 19,000,000 Lire). Last December, the 2001 National Budget Law made main houses totally exempt from income tax.</div><div align="justify">
Tax relief on the main house is given if:

· it is not a luxury dwelling and it is located in the local authority where the purchaser is officially resident

· the purchaser is not already the owner of a dwelling in the local authority in which the purchase is made

· the purchaser is not the owner of dwellings - in other local authorities - purchased with tax relief for the main house.

State fiscal subsidies have increased in recent years and the trend is towards further increases in this type of assistance. This is so both for the main house and for other residential properties.

Mortgages for the main house. 19 per cent of interest charges on mortgages for main houses may be deducted from taxable income for income tax calculation up to a maximum of 7,000,000 Lire annually. Similar deductions can be made for the construction of a main house.

For tax relief on edilizia agevolata
, assistance is available with capital payments for families purchasing a dwelling from construction companies or being assigned housing in a co-operative (house building co-operative).

Local support to lower interest rates on mortgages for main houses is provided by a number of regional governments for particular categories (in Lombardy for: young married couples, single expectant mothers, single mothers/fathers of minors, families with at least three children).

Home-ownership in Italy is distinctive in the extent to which it is financed within the family, and mortgage credit comprises less than six per cent of GDP; home-owners in that sense are also protected from high nominal interest rates (Directorate 1998). In the late ‘90s the fall in interest rates has led to a boom in mortgage loans, an increase of 15.2 per cent between September 1997 and September 1998. 

Tax relief for regeneration. In 1998 and 1999 up to 41 per cent of money spent of renovating, repairing, or restoring to conserve a dwelling could be deducted from income tax with a ceiling of 150,000,000 Lire. The 2000 National Budget Law reduced this to 36 per cent. The same law reduced VAT to 10 per cent if the work was on buildings mainly for residential use. Both measures were confirmed by the 2001 National Budget Law.

Other tax relief and benefits are provided for removing architectural barriers, rewiring, sound insulation, etc.

Private sector

Rent is negatively correlated with income: the rent paid by the three lower deciles on the income ladder is about 25-35 per cent of the total earnings, against a 10-13 per cent in the three upper deciles. Rent is even higher in big cities: in Milan, rent is close to one third of income for at least one out four of the households in the rented sector. 

General cost for a dwelling (average rent or mortgage plus heating) is over 31 per cent of the monthly household budget, a rate that reaches its peak for the older single households (45 per cent), that usually live in the inner cities. Dwelling cost is more affordable (26 per cent) for the extended families (more than three children) living in the outskirts of metropolitan areas. Moreover, it has been shown that average income of tenant household has diminished from 83 to 79 per cent compared to the owners’ income in the first half of the 90s (Cnel 1997a). 

The markedly regressive character of the rent/income ratio is widely supported by the research. In 1995, while the average ratio was around 12 (one of the lowest values in Europe), for the households with income under 20 million liras the average was more than 30 per cent; for income between 20 and 40 millions, 22 per cent; for income over 40 millions, 10 per cent (Coppo 1995).

According to a recent survey by Sunia (1999), in 1998 the rent/income ratio is over 30 per cent for more than half the families with income under 15 milion liras, and for 27 per cent of the families with income between 15 and 25 milions. 

As a whole, 474.000 low-income households (less than 25 millions income) spend more than 35 per cent of their income for rent. If we add some 1.000.000 families with serious though not so dramatic problems of cost (ratio between 20-30 per cent for income under 25 million; ratio over 35 per cent for income between 25 and 30 million), the area of housing stress owing to rent/income ratio may be estimated at some 1.500.000 households -  35 per cent of  the total (Sunia 1999).

Rent controls

After decades of rent freeze, in 1978 the Fair Rent Act
 regulated the criteria for establishing rent levels, yearly increases, the duration of contracts and the procedures for repossession. The law had contradictory effects. These measures protected the rent burdens of part of renters, usually with lower incomes, but had a role in reducing the supply of rental investment and vacancies. The very big difference between free market rent levels and those set by the parameters of the law - in presence of shortage of affordable housing - has fuelled an "underground market" in which tenants and landlords reached "informal" (illegal) compromise agreements with respect to the rent set by law. As elsewhere, the attempt to brake the price explosion has failed. 

After 14 years of rent control, a new law was passed in August 1992. This provided for the stipulation of rent contracts that were not regulated by the Fair Rent Act (patti in deroga: agreements in derogation of the law). This was a first step towards liberalisation. A steady increase of rents was the consequence (in fact, to some extent, this meant emergence of "informal" contracts). Finally, in 1998 a new legislation changed the whole legislative picture for rented accommodation.

The new legislation on private rental housing

The new rent law (Law 9 December 1998, n. 431) has the following objectives: (a) to expand the rent market to bring a part of the large unrented stock back onto the market; (b) to reduce the cost of rented accommodation, (c) to support low income segments of the market by introducing rent supplement benefits. 

This is to be achieved by means of a series of measures concerning above all local areas with “high housing tension” or in “housing emergency” situations:  (a) tax and contractual incentives for landlords (e.g. making it easier for landlords to obtain evictions for “personal need”); (b) a system of tax benefits for tenants and landlords who subscribe to specific agreements between tenants and landlords associations. In January 2000, the details of these agreements were defined for all Italian provinces; (c) a “national fund for rent supplement contributions aimed at paying rents” (rent supplement benefits), for low income families. 

It is too soon to say whether these measures will have the desired effects. In the present initial period a number of difficulties are occurring in various Regions:

· in many areas, the number of “regulated rent” contracts is small and there is a risk that the new law will basically be one which liberalises the sector;

· it is in any case doubtful whether the unused stock brought back onto the market is capable of meeting the needs of the low income segments of the demand; 

· the role of the Fund for rent supplement benefits is defined differently by different Regions, often restrictively. Among other things, these benefits are not available to tenants by right, but only within the set budgetary limits.

The new law applies to all rented accommodation, except for social housing, tourist accommodation, and local authority run temporary accommodation. It allows two types of regime, free liberalised rents and rents regulated by agreements between landlords and tenants associations, with contracts lasting three years, these being promoted by local authorities.

In the first case the owner benefits from a 15 per cent deduction on taxable income. In the case of controlled leases, the 45 per cent of rents can be deducted from taxable income, plus a 30 per cent reduction in registration tax, plus possible reductions in local property tax (ICI) allowed by local authorities. In both cases tenants receive some assistance. The National Budget Laws 2000 and 2001allowed reductions in income tax in relation to the period and the tenant’s income. </div><div align="justify">In addition, tenants may receive rent allowances provided for by the new law. Special (national) budgets have been allocated for all these types of assistance
.

The most important innovation is the Social Fund set up by the new Law for rent supplement benefits to be paid to low income families. This fund has a budget of 1,800 billion Lire (613 million Euro) for the three year period 1999-2001 and is to be used to subsidise rent payments. Regions can add to this fund with their own money. 

	Table 5. Social Fund for rent supplement benefits: Resources allocated to Regions in 2000 (in million of Lire)

	PRIVATE
Regions
	%
	Resources allocated (millions lire)

	Piemonte
	5.90
	41,307

	Valle D'Aosta
	0.09
	658

	Lombardia
	16.19
	113,309

	Trento
	0.28
	1,974

	Bolzano
	0.24
	1,680

	Veneto
	5.26
	36,847

	Friuli V. Giulia
	0.40
	2,772

	Liguria
	2.28
	15,932

	Emilia Romagna
	8.60
	60,158

	Toscana
	6.09
	42,658

	Umbria
	1.43
	10,003

	Marche
	1.13
	7,924

	Lazio
	10.65
	74,578

	Abruzzo
	0.67
	4,711

	Molise
	0.19
	1,365

	Campania
	19.55
	136,843

	Puglia
	7.93
	55,496

	Basilicata
	0.66
	4,592

	Calabria
	5.75
	40,257

	Sicilia
	5.90
	41,307

	Sardegna
	0.80
	5,635

	Total
	100.000
	700,000


This type of rent supplement benefit had been paid previous to the national law by some Regions and local authorities. For some time there have in general been special housing supplements for total or partial housing cost reduction, especially for the elderly. Some regions cover electricity or gas bills or take into account costs for unavoidable interior restructuring measures. Traditionally rent allowances have been available to the very poor.

Apart from individual landlords and companies for which the situation differs greatly from place to place, there are two major types of private landlord in most Regions: Housing co-operatives
 and insurance companies and pension fund institutions (see also section on social housing).

	Table 6. Private landlords

	Individuals

	2,993,000

	building societies
	267,000

	Insurances companies
	  49,000

	state pension funds
	  80,000

	Others
	  60,000


	Table 7. Rental sector landlords across regions (in percentage)

	
	Individuals
	Building
	Social & non-profit

	North


68.3

8.1

23.6
	68.3


71.5

3.4

25.1
	8.1

            60.2

  8.6

31.2

	23.6

	Centre
	59.1
	9.7
	31.2

	South
	71.5
	3.4
	25.1

	
	
	
	

	Cities
	60.2
	8.6
	31.2

	Other municipalities  
	75.2
	5.2
	19.6

	Total
	67.6
	6.9
	25.5


Source: Istat, Household Consumption 1995

Tenants associations provide legal advice on rents, ownership and social housing, they consult and advise on urban renewal and fiscal aid. They also act as a pressure group for housing policies at national and regional levels.

Social housing

That which in Italy is defined as Edilizia Residenziale Pubblica (“housing built by or with the financial support of the state") includes different types of supply and different systems of finance, with different effects from a social welfare viewpoint.  The two main types are :

· Edilizia sovvenzionata: direct state provided housing, with costs covered totally by the state and state ownership of the houses built (public housing);

· Edilizia agevolata: support (mainly financial, traditionally in the form of interest subsidies on loans) for the construction of housing for rental and for owner-occupier housing, or grant of subsidised loans to private individuals.

In effect the second is basically a set of measures to facilitate home-ownership, and only marginally for the production of (social) rented housing. We have dealt with both types in this part because finance and management of this housing is historically organised in a single system and mostly involves the same bodies and organisations.

The term “social housing” - unless otherwise specified - is used here for edilizia sovvenzionata,  the term (state) “supported/subsidised housing” is used for edilizia agevolata. For greater clarity the terms have been left in Italian where possible.

The traditional model of housing policy that has characterized the Italian system is one in which public intervention in housing  has been conceived mainly as a side by side intervention with respect to the market, in order to satisfy the demand which is not able to access to the market, rather than having the objective of regulating the market. 

The current size of public sector housing stock puts Italy at the bottom of the league in Europe: in the last decade it has been about 1,000,000 housing units (300,000 belonging to local authorities,  700,000 belonging to other public authorities) - with some decrease in the last years, owing to the selling programme. This means 5-6 per cent of occupied dwellings, and less than 20 per cent of rented housing stock: 5 social dwellings per 100 households, as against 18-19 social dwellings per 100 households in other European countries (43 in Holland, 32 in Sweden, 31 in the UK) (Coppo 1995). The percentages take on particular meaning when one considers that the total rented supply amounts to only 22 per cent of total housing stock. 

There are important regional differences. The percentage of social housing is higher in larger  cities, it provides as much as 18 per cent in Northern cities such as Milan. 

To a certain extent, the housing stock of  insurance and pension fund institutions can be added to social housing stock. Government policies tried to use this type of resource to maintain a legal rent market and also to help keep rent rates down. It is now several years since legislation obliged these organisations to give priority to evicted families in the allocation of a certain percentage of their housing which becomes vacant. In reality the legislation does not provide for any means of public administrations seeing that this allocation is actually carried out. Anyway, for this type of housing stock too, massive numbers of sales are currently in progress.

The very small size of this stock in itself tends to suggest the limited effect of public sector housing and this becomes even more probable if account is taken of the extensive demand for this type of supply. In 1994, according to official statistics, 2,700,000 families would have the right to public sector housing as they were below the prescribed income level. About 700,000 applications were lying in the various offices (Tosi, Ranci 1995). 

Since the '80s the public sector has been on the decrease, however with strong diversification with respect to its various components. In the first '90s finance for the sector was four times less that in the '80s.  In 1993 Law no. 560 was approved which started a programme for the sale of public housing.

All this means (a) that the social housing sector has not been able to play the same welfare role in Italy as it has in other European countries; and (b) that given the demand their is a large social tutelage deficit (considering that such protection is in any case not provided in the private sector). It has been estimated that genuine social protection is provided for only the tiniest proportion of the population, between 15-30 per cent of that provided in most European countries. At the same time there is over protection of most tenants in public housing (in terms of level of rent and of housing security). 

Changing actors in charge of social housing 

In recent years the social housing system has seen radical redefinition. In order to illustrate who is responsible for financing and management, it is necessary to distinguish between two different phases and to first illustrate the “traditional” regime which ran from the end of the war until the 1990s and determined the current situation and then to outline the changes that have been in progress during these four-five years and the new picture that is emerging.

The traditional picture. The system of social housing policies provides for a division of responsibilities between central, regional and local government. Historically, central government played a major role. It worked through special institutes (IACP: Institute for Social Housing) - established in each province - to implement and manage public housing stock and regulate the rights and duties of tenants. From the 1970’s onwards, the responsibilities of Regions and local authorities started to increase.

The traditional system is based on two main means of financing: edilizia sovvenzionata (direct intervention) and edilizia agevolata (supported/subsidised housing). With edilizia sovvenzionata the costs are covered entirely by the state with capital account finance. The accommodation remains the property of the state and is rented to low income families. With edilizia agevolata the accommodation can be rented or sold and is financed by bank loans on which the state pays all or part of the interest, or pays part of the capital (both in proportion to income). 

The finance was obtained, in this system, by means of an obligatory contribution mechanism introduced in 1949, known as fondi INA Casa and then (since 1963) as fondi Gescal (Gestione case per lavoratori: Administration of houses for workers). The financial contributions partly made by companies partly deducted from wages were put into a central pool and made available to the CER (Comitato per l'Edilizia Residenziale: Committee for Residential Building) and then distributed to the Regions. 

Edilizia sovvenzionata finance is provided either for local governments or for Iacp's for the construction of new accommodation and for the renovation of public sector housing stock. The maximum income for access, laid down by the CER, is determined by Regions. The rent is adjusted according to the income of tenants.
Traditionally addressed to low-income workers, since the late '70s the scope of edilizia sovvenzionata has been increasingly enlarged to embrace the generality of low-income families. Regulations were reframed in 1971 on the recognition of special needs, which allowed a selection of those entitled to public support, low income and family size being the main criteria for a long. When Regions took up, regional legislation differentiated the regimes of entitlement, opening the arena of beneficiaries. As a consequence, the needs of other social groups were ascertained (for instance, in some Regions, young people and immigrants).
As far as edilizia agevolata is concerned, state intervention has been traditionally limited to paying part of the interest on loans and making suitable land available. The finance is provided directly by central government. Subsidised funds may be used by IACPs, local authorities and housing co-operatives for the construction of housing for rental, and by co-operatives, public agencies and building companies for the construction of owner-occupier housing for middle/low-middle income families: the loan is provided on different types of terms according to different income bands. 

Subsidised housing funds may also be used to grant subsidised loans to private individuals who meet the income requirements for the construction or renovation of “main houses”. 

While to-date the edilizia agevolata system has financed interest payments, now new forms of subsidy by the state and the Regions involve assisting with capital payments.  This type of finance can be obtained by a family for the purchase of a property from a building contractor or for the allocation of a property by a co-operative.

Both for edilizia sovvenzionata and edilizia agevolata assistance, it is the local authority that selects the land for building as part of town planning activity. Action in other areas is also possible where “social programmes” apply with renewal etc. The supply of land by local authorities plays an important role (also) in keeping costs down in the case of edilizia agevolata.

Although the edilizia agevolata system allows for finance of both rented and owner-occupied housing, it has almost always been used for the latter. This is also true for co-operatives, which have played a very important role in this system.

The new picture. Over the last two decades there has been a progressive transfer of responsibility from central government to the Regions and local authorities:

· Regions have taken over planning functions concerning location, construction and control of action; functions aimed at allowing access to easy credit terms; greater powers over IACPs;

· local authorities have taken over responsibility for allocation of social housing from IACPs which controlled allocation for years;

· central government maintained wide powers over general regulations and planning, particularly in the field of the of private rental and of allocation of social housing.

Later, the national parliament passed various laws which completed the decentralisation process. In the new system responsibility for public housing has been transferred to the Regions, who must now also administer finance, previously dealt with by a Regions-Government Committee.

The functions kept by the central government are: establishment of standard general principles and objectives of social housing within the general context of social welfare policy objectives; definition of minimum housing service and quality standards; joint planning of housing programmes in the national interest with Regions and local authorities; collection and evaluation of statistics on housing conditions in the country; definition of criteria designed to favour access to the rent market for poorer families and economic support for them.

The role of IACPs is uncertain, now that responsibility has been transferred to Regions who have to decide the objectives of social housing as well as regulations for managing and funding it with regional laws. These laws will also decide the future of IACPs.

In addition to mainstream public housing, a number of social measures are aimed at situations of serious hardship or at emergency situations (variously defined: “serious housing hardship”, “particular housing emergency”, “welfare cases”, “persons at risk”, “situations of particular social importance” etc.). In these cases assistance by local authorities may be granted independently from the ordinary social housing assignment procedures. The persons concerned can request assistance without waiting for the normal newspaper advertisements announcing the availability of blocks of new housing and inviting persons to apply for it.

Action in this field is basically by local authorities who use their own resources as well as those of central and regional government: specially marked funds, portions of local authority stock, etc.  They are measures of a more distinctly welfare nature and therefore are viewed in emergency/exceptional case terms rather than as citizens rights; they are highly dependent on discretion and reflect the great variety of local welfare systems.

For all these reasons, the forms and criteria on which this action is based vary as a function of the local situation. There are nevertheless considerable convergences and similarities. The local authorities have employed three main types of measure:

(a) use of the "reserve" quota of public sector housing stock - that which gradually becomes available over time;

(b) temporary placement in more or less precarious emergency accommodation (hotels, boarding houses, caravans, etc.) often expensive weighing heavily on local authority budgets;

(c) rent subsidies.

One example: in Florence resort to these measures can be made by citizens who have been evicted, cannot fine accommodation on the open market and at the same time meet certain requirements and also by those in serious housing situations below a threshold income limit. 

The local authority on its part provides the following for emergency situations:

· allocation of housing from the “welfare reserve” (30 per cent of local authority housing that becomes available). This accommodation is destined to families “with major social problems”, “at risk categories” and other disadvantaged groups, without housing or in dire need (Regional Law 72, 1997 of Region Toscana);

· allocation of housing from the “eviction reserve” (40 per cent of social housing that becomes available)

· payments to assist with rent

· hotel accommodation paid in part by the local authority, or temporary accommodation

· referral of families to pension funds institutions etc. for accessing to their housing stock.

Most of the requirements for access to these services are the same as those for allocation of public housing, with certain income differences.

Persons falling within the various types of classification as “particular emergency”, “serious hardship” and so on are defined by Regional laws and local authority. They are to some extent the same definitions as those that give priority to cases under normal social housing policies.

In Modena for example, cases for which allocation of accommodation to families in situations of “particular housing emergency” (Regional law 13, 1995 of Region Emilia states that each local authority must reserve 15 per cent of its housing to be allocated to these families each year) include evicted families, refugees, service men that have been transferred and other serious or particular situations; foreign immigrants; Italian emigrants returning to the region.

Policy trends in social housing

The policy trends are determined by two major processes in progress: (a) decentralisation, which is now being translated into regional and local policies; (b) the redefinition (independently of decentralisation) of the social housing system, in search of new criteria of effectiveness and new formulas, in the presence of an irreversible crisis of the traditional model.

As in other countries there are two opposing positions: liberalisation of the sector (privatisation of the institutions that have run public housing, etc.) versus redefinition of the public sector role which in any case would maintain a guarantor function for the objectives of welfare objectives (new social housing models that bring into play the welfare potentials of the market, etc.).

The trend in this second direction is in the sense of removing the contradictions in the social protection system (elimination of over protection, etc.). Issues on which there is a reasonable consensus include: the desire to create public-private sector partnerships and integration; promotion of “edilizia agevolata for rented housing”; overcoming the distinction between agevolata and sovvenzionata to create a single system with graduated levels of assistance; gradual development of aides à la personne; distribution of rent supplement benefits.

Some facts about trends in social housing are the following:

· construction has continuously declined: the already limited share of 8 per cent per year at the beginning of the ‘80s felt to a scant 2 per cent at the beginning of the ‘90s not to rise anymore;

· as a consequence of the budgetary reform of the early ‘90s and the transfer of responsibility for housing to Regions, central government finance has reduced to the allocation of budgets negotiated by parliament each year;
· to a large extent the Regions must work with their own resources: it is not yet clear what commitment they will want or be able to make and whether the funding will be at a level comparable to that produced by the old system. There are clear signs of a withdrawal from direct commitment by some Regions, in favour of subsidising the market;
· in the last few years, the traditional system has allowed some 500 million euros per year to be allocated for social housing;

· in any case, it has been estimated that available short term resources (at 2002) are substantial, amounting to 8,200 billion Lire: 3,000 for IACPs still to spend from the 1992-95 programme;  1,200 to be allocated remaining from the 96-98 period; 4,000 billion from sales of public housing;

· a substantial part of financial support to social housing is now channelled through programmes for rehabilitation and programmes for urban regeneration.

As far as new targets are concerned there is a clear trend in progress for a decade now and destined to continue/become more marked towards identification of priority categories as beneficiaries, including new targets representative of new types of social/disadvantaged demand such as immigrants and so on, etc.

Eligibility for social housing

To-date, eligibility for edilizia sovvenzionata housing has been governed by special regional laws, differing from region to region (but within limits defined by national legislation), that lay down access procedures and income limits. 

Income limits in some Regions: in 1993 these fluctuated between 14 and 20 million Lire of “conventional” income (equal to 23 and 33 million Lire respectively of actual income); the ceiling above which rights are withdrawn are between 28 and 40 million Lire of “conventional” income. (“Conventional” income is calculated by deducting quotas according to family size and so on and deducting 40 per cent of income).

Housing is assigned from time to time on from lists compiled on the basis of applications from people in need or by means of  "general block allocations". 

In addition to income ceilings, the general requirements for access are citizenship (or resident card for non EU immigrants), being registered as resident or having a job within the local authority or Region and not possessing property.

In calculating the points determining the position on the allocation list, a certain number of "subjective" and "objective" criteria are taken into consideration: family income, the type of family, housing conditions, being evicted etc. Furthermore “special categories” may be identified by the Regions as priority: recurrent categories are the elderly, young couples, emigrants back to Italy, large families, refugees and immigrants etc.

Since 1992 (Law 179/1992) a percentage of both edilizia sovvenzionata and edilizia agevolata resources have been reserved for use by Regions to solve the housing problems of particular categories of persons. Subjective and objective selection requirements for access to this reserve may differ from those laid down by central government. The CER resolution that followed the law cites the elderly, large families, immigrants and students “as examples”. Regions define these special categories in various ways (one category often added is that of young couples and new families). On the whole they are similar to those identified for “emergency" and "special cases" action.

The requirements for access to edilizia agevolata are similar to the general requirements for edilizia sovvenzionata, with the exception of the income threshold. To gain an idea, in Tuscany in 1999, the income ceiling for edilizia sovvenzionata was 22,260,000 Lire (conventional income). For edilizia agevolata the minimum income was 13,000,000 Lire and maximum was 50,000,000 Lire.

Tenant status and benefits

Special “social funds” exist to help public housing tenants in difficulty to pay rents and apartment block administration fees. The main measure of low income renter support was the Equo Canone rent control though within the small social sector, intended to house the poorest families, rent allowances were available to the worst-off households. Subsidies are available for tenants who wish to renovate their apartments or common areas of buildings.

At different times in the last 40 years of public housing history, it has been possible for tenants to become owners of their homes. Traditionally this has been done by means of a “redemption” formula whereby rental payments are calculated in various ways as hire purchase instalments; recently, by means of a massive programme of sales in which tenants are given right of first refusal. 

In public housing family members may take over a dwelling if the householder dies or in cases of legal separation, but to obtain this right, the degree of kinship must be demonstrated as well as residence in the property for a certain number of years. 

There are “mobility programmes” for exchanges between tenants to avoid underuse or overcrowding (these are also used for more congruent use of  the stock).

With regard to tenant participation, situations differ greatly from Region to Region. Tenants usually participate in the administration of apartment blocks in a similar manner to those of condominiums. In blocks that are entirely owned by the state, apartment blocks are often self-administered. 

Self-administration includes minor maintenance of common areas of the building. Local self-organised committees have been set up on various public housing estates in large cities. They make requests and claims to the housing authority or local authority.
Actors 

National level

At the Ministry of Public Works, a general Direction is in charge of Housing Affairs for the whole countries. The DG for Housing, former Housing Committee (CER: Comitato per l’edilizia residenziale), was appointed by the 1978 Construction Ten years Plan for establishing and co-ordinating a national programme aimed to the construction of a consistent amount of new housing units, to the renovation and refurbishment of existing stock an to the experimentation of new housing programmes. 

However, the national level has lost most of its functions. The financial provision and planning responsibilities have been gradually devolved to the Regions, together with the functions concerning social housing. The devolution process has lasted more than a decade, and has been accomplished only recently in 1998. The main change occurred concerns the end of the special channel of funding exclusively devoted to housing, and of the central power role in redistributing the resources among the regions. 

The central levels maintains some powers over general regulation and planning, particularly in the field of social housing and in providing the legislative frame for private rental sector.

Regional and Local Administration level 

On the other hand, Regions were assigned formal functions in the early Seventies, and later the full responsibility for housing. The State retained most of the financial resources until 1998, and the power to distribute them; the Regions had the responsibility to approve regulations and to establish the programmes for housing construction and support. 

Since 1962 the municipalities have to select, acquire and urbanise special “zones”, frequently at the outskirts of cities, in order to  provide land for low-cost and social housing. These zones, however, were not meant as a social segregation device, they  were meant instead to contain blue collars families along as other social groups. In the local housing zones, thus, private developments have been comprised since the beginning. Either low cost, and partly subsidised, houses in the rented sector and co-op housing (basically, a subsidised middle class housing).

Municipalities have become more and more concerned with housing. They have been given exclusive responsibility for the outcome of social housing policies and for the politically sensitive selection of applicants for social housing. In the past this was the task of  special independent bodies in charge of the design, building and maintenance of social housing (IACPs: Autonomous Institutes for Social housing). With the transfer of responsibilities to the regional/local level, Iacps have lost their special place and have been partially re-organised by Regions, but are basically still waiting a reform, which would define their role in the new framework. Presently the exact role of both, the municipalities and these independent bodies is somewhat unclear, and different in the various Regions. 

Since the ‘90s, municipalities were also involved with the new waves of immigrants, and with the growing concern for social exclusion.

Non-governmental organisations 

There are three most significant types of NGOs: 

· Housing co-operatives:
 there are two main national organisations to which local co-operatives are linked: Federabitazione and Lega delle Cooperative
· NGOs working at local level in the area of housing poverty, housing for immigrants etc. An umbrella organisation for municipalities and voluntary associations working with homeless persons is Fiops (Federazione italiana delle organizzazioni per le persone senza dimora)

· Tenants associations: at national level there are tenants associations which are linked to the  major national trade union organisations. The main ones are SICET (connected with the CISL) and SUNIA (connected with the CGIL). They have been operating for about thirty years.  One independent association of a certain importance present in most regions is the Unione Inquilini (Tenants Union). 

Special initiatives

Pilot policy initiatives have been developed at national/local level in order to face three main types of problems: problems posed by new patterns of poverty and family living; shortage of  rental (accessible) units in urban areas; and the deterioration of the housing stock, particularly in central cities and historic districts.  
The third is the area where most recent programmes have taken place, together with the attempt to reach urban regeneration/urban renewal objectives and the development of new approaches in land-use planning.

Regeneration/renewal programmes

One of the enduring streams of policies in the ‘90s concerns urban regeneration/renewal. In 1992 some special schemes were established in the framework of a social housing programme. Such schemes, soon named “integrated programmes” were initially aimed at the improvement of the overall housing quality.  In fact, soon after the eighties the prevailing opinion was that dwelling shortage was definitely resolved, and that housing needs were to be confined to an issue of affordability limited to the largest metropolitan areas. However, it was thought that they were no longer a problem of poverty, but an issue confined to some distinct, marginalised social groups. As such, broad housing schemes were no longer needed, while a number of local actions devoted to the renovation and change of limited areas were rather thought as more effective.
On the other hand, as we hav seen, the responsibility for all the housing programmes were turned to regions, in a long process of devolution ended in 1998, while the central Administration was left with the responsibility for infrastructures and  for “innovation” in urban programmes: innovative programmes being basically meant as mixed financial schemes for urban upgrading, only partially devoted to the renovation of public estates. Ministry of Public Works has then promoted several competitive bids among the cities, in order to financially support renovation programmes of down-graded urban areas and public housing estates.

Four main programmes have been launched so far, each one targeted to a specific aim, all in all financing some two hundred schemes in the field of housing and urban renewal/regeneration (Programmi di riqualificazione urbana, Programmi di recupero urbano, Contratti di quartiere), and the design of larger inter-communal development programmes with a mixed profile (Programmi di riqualificazione urbana e sviluppo sostenibile del territorio).

As a whole, these programmes have been characterised by a strong continuity with the urban planning tradition, maintaining a clear focus on the “physical” dimensions of planning. Only recently, partly as a consequence of the participation in the EU Urban programmes, the idea of “integrated action” - in the sense which is current in localised anti-poverty policies: multidimensionality, partnership, participation etc. - has gained relevant space in some regeneration programmes.

Innovations have included developments in housing design, and government has facilitated this process, since 1989, by raising required housing standards.

Projects to combine housing goals with other social policy 

There is a marked separation of and distance between social housing and public sector social services provision. This translates into the limited effectiveness of the housing supply and difficulties in developing prevention and social reintegration programmes for marginalised populations. No much institutional innovation has occurred on this: at local level, however, many local authorities have tried to establish a better correlation between housing and social welfare assistance. 
An important line is intermediation and guarantee activity performed on the market to ensure the insertion of disadvantaged populations on the rent market or to increase the supply of non public sector social accommodation (“Social rental agencies” or Social agencies”). This work is done by local authorities and more by associations, or by partnership between the two. This activity may involve some form of social accompaniment. The systematic provision of social support is more probable when the intermediation/guarantee activity is performed by non-profit associations (Tosi 2000).

Immigrants/ refugees

The new law on immigration (Law 40 of 6 March 1998) – in addition to provisions concerning the entrance, stay and legal status of immigrants – contains important measures to facilitate the social integration of immigrants. A budget of 138,5 billion Lire was set aside for this purpose in the first two years. To this regional funds are added. As far as housing is concerned, the law guarantees access to opportunities that exist for Italian citizens, those provided by public sector housing in particular (opportunities already available in many regions, but destined to be of little effect given the scarcity of the supply); it also provides for specific accommodation facilities (centri di accoglienza: emergency and transitional hostels); finally it indicates - under the label "social lodging" - other possibilities of social housing, in addition to those already institutionalised. On the whole the law meets the need, voiced for years by voluntary associations and local authorities, to open up to the funding of a whole range of housing formulas. 

A special programme has been provided for refugees, which assigns to prefects a special fund for assistance, including housing.
Special housing programmes 

In addition to the measures for special categories already mentioned,
 special programmes – most at local level – regard: the disabled (financial support for unit conversion); young couples/families; and the elderly (support for unit conversion, provision of residence hotels, special social housing units etc.).

Presently, there is a (small) “experimental” programme under debate in the Parliament “aimed at increasing affordable rental accommodation for ‘weak’ social categories” .

There are no programmes for the homeless provided by central government, while many local authoritie make considerable efforts on this. However, in January 2,000 (eight homeless died of cold in Rome, two in Turin and two in Liguria), the central government decided to spend 30 billion Lire on emergency action: “it will be used to increase local authority and voluntary organisation resources for the provision of emergency assistance and health care for the needy so that they will be guaranteed a meal, a roof and medical assistance”. In the meantime, efforts to provide emergency assistance were also intensified by local administrations, including the city of Rome, and by Church organisations. The government decree appointed the mayors of major cities as commissioners with the authority to spend the funds on “rescue, accommodation and assistance by local administration departments, voluntary associations and other non profit organisations operating in the field” and to create “emergency accommodation services, social work and social reintegration services” for the beneficiaries of the initiative. Most of the money went to 14 major cities (Rome, Milan, Turin, Naples, Palermo, etc.) - divided proportionately - and 4 billion to other local authorities.

Accommodation for specific marginalised or "at risk" categories: women in difficulty, young people in difficulty, drug addicts, etc. is given essentially through residential services, temporary accommodation, transitional housing etc., within the frame of welfare policies.

Appendix: Legal Provisions

Legislation for ownership sector:

· Legge 5 agosto 1978, n. 457 "Piano decennale per l'edilizia residenziale" (ten-years plan for housing). 

· Decreto Ministero dei lavori pubblici dicembre 1994 "Programmi di recupero urbano. Modalità e criteri generali per la concessione dei contributi, per l’individuazione delle zone urbane interessate e per la determinazione delle tipologie di intervento" (urban regeneration and rehabilitation).

· Decreto Min. Lavori Pubblici 28 aprile 1997 "Programmi di Riqualificazione Urbana” (urban renewal and regeneration).

· Decreto del Ministero dei Lavori Pubblici 8 ottobre 1998  "Programmi di riqualificazione urbana e di sviluppo sostenibile del territorio" (urban renewal and regeneration).

· Legge 9 dicembre 1998, n. 431 "Riforma delle locazioni ": Disciplina delle locazioni e del rilascio degli immobili adibiti ad uso abitativo (rental sector: tax relieves etc.).

In  addition to national laws, the sector is governed by numerous regional laws. Regional governments (and partly local authorities) provide various types of tax exemptions, subsidies, etc. After the transfer of responsibility to the Regions, these now distribute funds, examine requirements for access to housing and so on.

With regard to the rental sector, apart from laws governing permission to build, urban planning, regeneration and recovery, the main legislation is contained in 

· Legge 9 dicembre 1998, n. 431 "Riforma delle locazioni", the new rent law which replaces the previous legislation of the Equo Canone (Fair Rent Act) and that for Patti in deroga. 

The legislation on rental sector is national, but – as regards the new law – Regional Governments can (a) add their own funds to the national budget provided, (b) define criteria for access to the rent supplement benefits provided by the "Social Fund". Local authorities can also add their own funds (ICI: local property tax) for landowners accepting regulated rent contracts. 
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� On this point see also  the chapters on the private sector and on social housing (the part on Edilizia agevolata)


� For tax relief on rented housing see the chapter on the private sector


� See chapter on social housing


� See listing of relevant legislation in appendix


� For eligibility criteria see also chapters on the owner-occupied sector and chapter on social housing (subsidised housing/edilizia agevolata)


� See chapter on social housing


� See also chapter on social housing with regard to changing roles


� See chapter on social housing


� See chapter on social housing
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