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Urban Studies, Vol. 39, No. 2, 297–326, 2002

On the Genesis of Social Rental Agencies
in Belgium

Pascal De Decker

[Paper � rst received, November 1999; in � nal form, March 2001]

Summary. A combination of historical housing policy options together with the housing
consequences of the economic crisis and the changes in household structure led to a major
housing crisis in Belgium during the 1980s. Since the Belgian government, hampered by severe
budget constraints and the paralysing consequences of restructuring, was not able to deal with
these new problems, grassroots organisations took the lead in formulating solutions—hence the
so-called new housing initiatives, social rental agencies (SRAs) being the most important ones.
Today, less than 20 years later, these social rental agencies are institutionalised and cover a large
part of the country. This paper elaborates on the birth and rise of the SRAs � rst by looking at
the causes of the housing crisis and secondly by analysing the grassroots reactions.

1. Introduction

Housing and housing policy in Belgium are
perhaps the joker in the north-west European
pack. Compared with its neighbours, the
country has a high historical level of owner-
occupied housing and low levels of social
rented housing (Feddes, 1995; Oxley and
Smith, 1996). Above that, price-setting in
private renting, still 28 per cent of the market
(Goossess et al., 1997) was—beyond some
minor periods of regulation—left to the mar-
ket (De Decker, 2001a). Generally, little pub-
lic money was invested in housing (see, for
example, Maclennan et al., 1997).

Alongside the historically low levels of
government intervention in the housing mar-
ket, the Belgian state has undergone a step-
by-step restructuring since the early 1970s.
Seen from a housing policy perspective, this
has led to a hybrid institutional system. Ac-
cording to the constitution, housing policy is

a responsibility for the regions (Hubeau,
2000). Nevertheless, private renting—nar-
rowly seen as a matter of contract between
landlord and tenant—and � scal policy—with
the largest amount of money going into hous-
ing by tax deduction schemes (De Decker,
2000b)—remain federal responsibilities.

Due to the cocktail of low public invest-
ment, an increasing institutional paralysing
ambiguity, the housing consequences of the
economic crisis and the changes in family
structure, the housing system went into crisis
in the 1980s, thereby giving birth to social
rental agencies. Social rental agencies
(SRAs), whose birth and rise are the subjects
of this paper, are basically grassroots organi-
sations founded since the mid 1980s domi-
nantly by welfare work institutions who try
to socialise the private rental market. In all
regions, SRAs became institutionalised
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Figure 1. The societal framework for understanding the introduction of the new housing initiatives.

during the 1990s. The Walloon government
was the � rst to introduce legislation on SRAs
in 1993. In the same year, the Flemish
government recognised pilot SRAs which
were later regulated through comprehensive
housing legislation. The Brussels Capital Re-
gion was the last to pass legislation govern-
ing SRAs in 1998 (De Decker, 1998a). The
institutionalisation of these new agents in
combination with their hands-off attitude
shook up the institutional organisation of
housing allocation in Belgium, an inheritance
of the inter-war period. Today, SRAs serve
the tenants of a majority of the Belgian mu-
nicipalities.

In this paper, we highlight the context in
which SRAs have been able to grow since
the mid 1980s. After a description of what
SRAs—also known as a ‘new housing initia-
tive’ (Figure 1)—are, we link their genesis to
the major housing crisis and the reaction by
grassroots organisations confronted with
housing poverty and urban decay. We � rst
deal with the issues making up the housing

crisis. These concern the economic develop-
ments and the changes in the labour market
which, in combination with major changes in
household structure, fuelled housing poverty.
This section also contains a brief sketch of
the housing crisis in relation to major histori-
cal housing policy options—since housing
policies in Belgium became locked in par-
ticular patterns of policy developments at an
early stage (Kleinman, 1996). In a following
section, we look at the reaction of the grass-
roots organisations. This concerns tenant and
neighbourhood activism and changes within
welfare work, including care for the home-
less and their invasion of the housing market.
We end with a debate on the impact of SRAs
on the housing market and their prospects.

2. Social Rental Agencies

Social rental agencies are, together with ‘the
older’ tenants’ organisations, part of an ap-
proach to ensure adequate and affordable
housing provision for vulnerable households

 by Alireza Ehsanfar on October 29, 2008 http://usj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://usj.sagepub.com


SOCIAL RENTAL AGENCIES IN BELGIUM 299

by socialising the private rental market.
According to one of the founding members of
the SRA movement, L. Notredame (1994), ‘to
socialise’ means to withdraw the management
of private rental accommodation from the
mechanisms of the market and to replace it by
the ‘social management of private rental ac-
commodation’. The objectives of the SRAs
are: rent mediation on the private rental mar-
ket; linkage of housing and welfare work;
and, the development of local policy networks
on affordable housing. By legally recognising
SRAs, all three regional governments aimed
to increase the number of dwellings available
to vulnerable households, to improve the
quality of the accommodation offered, to ad-
just rents socially and to link housing pro-
vision with guidance and support for tenants.

Today, the primary activity of social rental
agencies is the (sub)letting of housing units to
vulnerable households. SRAs obtain
dwellings by either renting in both the private
and the public rental markets or by purchas-
ing housing outright. In some cases, SRAs
own houses, obtained by a donation. The
tenants of SRAs are former clients of social
welfare institutions who are at risk of home-
lessness, re-institutionalisation or unregulated
private renting. For these vulnerable house-
holds, SRAs provide affordable housing
along with housing security according to fed-
eral tenancy laws. The bene� ts for SRA ten-
ants are threefold: rents at reasonable rates,
long leases and the possibility of support
provided by the nominating agency. Agree-
ments on rent deposits and furniture form part
of an overall package as do contractual ar-
rangements for the provision of support by
partner agencies where required.

The social management component of an
SRA is characterised by its co-operative but
nevertheless � rm attitude towards the tenant
and the feedback it provides to the nominat-
ing institution. Support to the tenant remains
the responsibility of the nominating insti-
tution or service. In the event of a breach of
contract or the manifestation of challenging
behaviour, the SRA is responsible for alerting
the nominating agency who is, in turn, re-
sponsible for organising and delivering an

appropriate programme of support to remedy
the situation.

As part of their overall aim to minimise the
risks of homelessness, re-institutionalisation
and/or unregulated renting, SRAs have devel-
oped strategies to help tenants to manage any
rent arrears. These include individualised
housing management support packages which
are delivered either by the nominating insti-
tution, the SRA itself or a combination of
both. Even when tenants do develop rent
arrears, SRAs seldom opt for eviction. In-
stead, they seek to identify the reasons for
non-payment in order to arrange appropriate
support. If, in the long term and despite
support from the placement agency, rent ar-
rears persist, re-institutionalisation may be
considered. It could therefore be argued that
SRAs aim to prevent homelessness due to
eviction through an individualised package of
appropriate housing and support as necessary.

Although the origins of some SRAs pre-
date the 1980s, the majority of the � rst gener-
ation of social rental agencies were founded
in the second half of the 1980s. For many
years, they survived under dif� cult � nancial
and operational conditions, � nding money
where they could (see the Appendix on the
history of the SRA in Bruges). The consider-
able increase in the number of SRAs operat-
ing and the growth in the size of their stock
may be attributed to a wider-scale acceptance
and promotion of the concept of housing with
support in light of the shift from institutional
living to community-based living arrange-
ments for vulnerable people. By October
1997, there were 64 SRAs fully operational or
in the process of formation in Flanders, cover-
ing half the region. In Wallonia, the number
had reached 18. The development of SRAs in
the Brussels Capital Region was slower and
may be explained by the complex institutional
context and a lack of money.

3. The Belgian Housing Crisis of the 1980s
in Context

So far, we have dealt with a brief outline of
the genesis and the objectives of social rental
agencies in Belgium. In the remainder of this
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article, we will deal with the reasons why
they were founded. Therefore, we need to
consider the socio-demographic and econ-
omic context in which the social rental agen-
cies emerged and we have to analyse the
catalysts for their development with particu-
lar reference to the role that welfare work has
come to play in housing poor and homeless
persons. The analytical framework starts
from the premise, posited by L. Notredame
(1994), that the background of innovative
housing initiatives can be understood relative
to three axes: a housing crisis of considerable
dimensions, the legacy of housing activism
and developments within welfare work. To
this framework, we have to add a number of
wider societal developments since current so-
cial problems in general and housing prob-
lems in particular cannot be understood
without taking the general social and econ-
omic developments and the overall changes
in household structure into consideration.

This analytical framework informs the
structure of the remaining part of the article
(see Figure 1). The � rst section discusses the
broader demographic and economic develop-
ments in Belgium and their impact on hous-
ing policy and the housing market. This is
followed, in the second section, by an
overview of the housing crisis in Belgium
and its role in the rise of social rental agen-
cies. In the third section, the role of housing
activism and de-institutionalisation in spawn-
ing the new housing models is considered.
The paper concludes with a perspective on
the future of SRAs and their position in the
institutional housing framework.

3.1 Economic Restructuring and Changes in
the Labour Market

In the second half of the 1980s, economic
restructuring which was already underway
started to show a certain coherence
(Kesteloot, 1994). An essential characteristic
of this restructuring process has been the
growth in � exibility. Instead of establishing
growth on the basis of supply-oriented pro-
duction and on the creation of outlets for
mass production, the new growth strategy

turned this relationship on its head: pro-
duction followed demand. In effect, this re-
sulted in a change from uniform mass
production to production in small batches,
enabling very rapid shifts to new products
whenever changes in demand were detected.
Every possibility for diversifying and chang-
ing the demand structure was exploited in
order to create new products having their
pre-established outlet in the consumer mar-
ket. The overproduction problem was, at
least temporarily, resolved.

Flexibility in the organisation of processes
for production has been a prerequisite and a
key feature of this demand-led economic
strategy. New computer technologies and the
associated developments in telecommunica-
tions, cybernetics and robotics have been
instrumental in the achievement of this new
� exibility in production. Besides opening up
new markets, the new production system of-
fered the advantage of eliminating pro-
duction waste and buffer-stocks. The result
has been more rapid circulation of invested
capital and limited stagnation of � xed capital
tied up in stocks. Pro� t rates have been
restored and economic growth has resumed.
Thus � exibility affected not only labour time
but also the nature of production, the nature
of consumption, patterns of investment and
the reorganisation of the spatial structures of
production and consumption.

Flexibility does not only require the intro-
duction of new technologies in production
processes; it also demands the contracting-
out of labour-intensive and marginal activi-
ties to sub-contractors and suppliers. In turn,
these � rms can only secure their survival
through low wages, � exible employment
through temporary and part-time contracts,
overtime work, easy recruitment and dis-
missal, poor working conditions and the
maximal involvement of an unskilled labour
force. Together, these developments have
contributed to the creation of an informal
economy producing the same goods and ser-
vices for the innovating � rms without the
burden of social contributions and taxes.

The demand for � exibility in production
patterns has in turn led to a series of import-
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Table 1. Belgium: unemployment trends and the degree of unemployment as a percentage
of the active population, 1980–99

Year Men Women Total Percentage of the active population

1980 120 719 201 176 321 895 7.8
1985 209 203 267 426 476 629 13.8

1990 137 803 210 129 347 932 9.7
1991 151 615 217 417 368 732 10.3
1992 170 797 239 885 410 682 11.2
1993 202 314 273 553 475 867 13.0
1994 218 396 288 801 507 197 13.9
1995 213 645 286 309 499 954 14.1
1996 204 157 273 583 477 740 13.8
1997 198 022 260 354 458 376 13.3
1998 185 732 246 078 431 810 12.6
1999 174 988 227 496 402 484 11.7

Source: Vranken and Geldof (1996) and Vranken et al. (2000).

ant changes. The � rst one, although only
partly the result of � exibility, is the loss of
industrial employment (for example, the
Brussels Capital Region lost 23 per cent of
its industrial jobs between 1980 and 1991). A
related development is the polarised growth
of the enterprise service industries as a result
of vertical disintegration and sub-
contracting: on the one hand are the cleaning,
security operations, transport and courier ser-
vices, catering, etc. and, on the other hand,
are the specialised and highly quali� ed ser-
vices (marketing, advertising, headhunting,
auditing and lobbying consultants). In the
Brussels Capital Region, employment in
these new services tripled between 1981 and
1991.

Flexibility goes hand-in-hand with duali-
sation—a simple term for a complex pattern.
On the one hand, dualisation creates new
social groups who bene� t from job opportu-
nities in innovative � rms and institutions and
in the new (mostly urban) activities. On the
other hand, dualisation creates concentrations
of low-skilled, lowly paid and irregular
workers who, in the cities and older indus-
trial regions, bear the physical burden of
� exibility.

This snapshot of economic and labour
market changes in the 1980s explains the
permanent levels of high unemployment—

Table 2. Belgium: part-time workers as a percent-
age of waged workers, 1993–97

Men Women Total

1993 2.5 31.8 14.5
1997 3.6 35.2 16.8

Change 1 44.5 1 16.9 1 19.7

Source: Vlaamse Gemeenschap (1998).

especially among the lowly educated—and
the signi� cant rise of part-time and tempo-
rary work. Table 1 shows the ongoing high
level of unemployment in Belgium (reaching
14 per cent of the active population in 1995,
remaining above 11 per cent in 1999), while
Table 2 shows the rising trend in part-time
work (especially among women). Table 3
illustrates the rise of temporary work in
Flanders.

These economic developments have had at
least two fundamental effects on partici-
pation in the housing market. In the � rst
place, economic restructuring has adversely
affected overall household earnings. In the
second place, production � exibility has led to
economic insecurity especially among those
households dependent on precarious employ-
ment. Income insecurity affects decisions on
housing investment in a most fundamental
manner, a fact particularly signi� cant in
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Table 3. Flanders: trends in temporary work, average per day, 1989–97

Year Number Index (1989 5 100) Percentage of people at work

1989 16 687 100 0.77
1990 17 422 104 0.79
1991 17 305 104 0.77
1992 17 929 107 0.78
1993 17 105 103 0.75
1994 22 259 133 0.97
1995 26 448 158 1.13
1996 28 000 168 1.6
1997 31 600 189 n.k.

Source: Vlaamse Gemeenschap (1996, 1997, 1998)

Belgium where government housing policies
have historically favoured owner-occupation.

A thorough exploration of the effects of
economic changes on housing investment
and housing security is outside the scope of
this paper. Table 4 provides an overview of
these effects, showing a set of housing indi-
cators related to the type and size of house-
hold earnings. Figures shown are for the
whole population and for those households
headed by a person under the age of 40 who
are severely hit by economic restructuring
(note: single-person households are ex-
cluded). We clearly observe that households
living off (one or two) bene� ts are worst-off
with low home-ownership rates, less like-
lihood of living in detached dwellings, older
housing, less well equipped housing which is
smaller and of worse quality.

3.2 Changes in Household Structures

Developments and changes in household
structure are crucial to an understanding of
the conditions and the problems of the hous-
ing market. Levels of demand for housing
are affected by a combination of population
size and household structure. Given the stag-
nating population size, it follows that
changes in household structure are the key
determinant of housing demand. Demo-
graphic changes have been a feature of Bel-
gian society since the mid 1970s (Surkyn,
1996). The early demographic transition
(1880–1930) saw the strengthening of the

model of the nuclear family with its responsi-
bilities for the welfare of all its members,
including children. This ‘middle-class’ fam-
ily model, which grew out of the cultural and
economic changes of industrialisation,
reached its climax in the 1960s. The age of
marriage decreased and the � rst child was
born very quickly after marrying. This led to
the famous ‘baby-boom’.

From the mid 1960s onwards, further
changes took place in household structure.
Birth rates dropped below replacement levels
all over Europe. These developments weak-
ened family relations in favour of more indi-
vidual autonomy and self-development. This
development has been expressed in different
ways:

—an increase in the age at marriage;
—an erosion of marriage through an increase

in divorce rates (one-third of all marriages
end up in divorce);

—the development of new relationship
types: co-habitation and more single-
person households; and,

—in general, an increase in relationship in-
stability.

Taken together, these developments, known
as the second demographic transition, may be
conceptualised as the ‘de-institutionalisation
of marriage’. It may also be argued that these
changes re� ect a more fundamental shift of
emphasis from the family unit to the individ-
ual as the foundation of society. Evidence of
this shift may be seen in the growing number
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Table 5. Belgium: distribution of household types, 1981–91
(percentages)

1981 1991 Change

Single-person households 23.6 28.8 1 22
Married-couple householdsa 67.6 59.7 2 12
Co-habiting households 2.5 3.6 1 44
Single-parent households 6.3 7.9 1 25

Total 100 100

aMarried couples with and without children.
Source: Surkyn (1996).

of people living alone (in Belgium, the num-
ber of people living alone increased from
23.6 per cent in 1981 to 28.8 per cent in
1991). Surkyn (1996) refers to this change as
‘individualistic transition’. Unsurprisingly,
this change—which has been manifest every-
where in Europe—led to a spectacular de-
crease in average household size. In
Belgium, average household size dropped
from 3 in 1970 to 2.5 in 1991.

Structural, economic and cultural shifts
propelled this second demographic transition.
In the � rst place, women’s increased partici-
pation in the labour market increased their
economic independence and with it their de-
creased need to marry, or at least to marry
early. Economic independence among
women also resulted in a reluctance to re-
marry after divorce. The involvement of
women in the labour market has also trans-
formed the traditional single-income family
into a dual-income household, a change
which has led to the postponement of child-
birth and, in some cases, a growth in the
number of couples without children. These
trends are not con� ned to speci� c social
strata or classes but are rather in evidence
across all social groups. Coupled with these
changes has been the growth in the number
of older people living alone, itself a testa-
ment to developments in healthcare and care
for the elderly. These demographic trends
suggest that, in the near future, the number of
one-person households and single-parent
households will increase over all age-groups.

In general, the 1981–91 period has seen
a considerable increase in the number of

people living alone ( 1 22 per cent for Bel-
gium), of single parents ( 1 25 per cent for
Belgium) and of couples living together
without being married ( 1 44 per cent). This,
in turn, corresponds to a decline in the share
of the population being married ( 2 12 per
cent for Belgium) (see Table 5).

As these demographic changes took root,
the assumed dominant household type (the
couple with dependent children) has become
a minority accounting for one-third of all
households in Flanders. In addition, the share
of big households (more than 2 children)
dropped signi� cantly from 10 per cent in
1976 to 5.6 per cent in 1992 (Geurts et al.,
1996).

Linked to these developments, it is worth
noting that even the composition of the sin-
gle-person households has changed. Al-
though, in absolute terms, people living
alone in widowhood still form the largest
share of single-person households, their rela-
tive share in this group has decreased stead-
ily in favour of unmarried and divorced
people (see Table 6).

Table 6. Flanders: trends in the composition of
single-person households, 1976–92 (percentages)

1976 1992 Change

Widowhood 66.8 44.7 2 33
Unmarried 22.1 31.5 1 43
Divorced 11.1 23.8 1 109

Total 100 100

Source: Geurts et al. (1996)
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In housing terms, these demographic de-
velopments have some clear consequences
(Peeters and De Decker, 1997). At least four
can be identi� ed:

(1) A demand for more houses. Despite the
stagnant population, the developments
mentioned above imply that additional
housing units need to be built. This is
very important for the functioning of the
housing market in the near future, as the
actual construction rate is largely in-
suf� cient to replace the older stock (De
Decker and Raes, 1996; Meulemans and
Willemé, 1998).

(2) An acceleration of housing mobility. The
historical stability of family structures
often went hand-in-hand with permanent
housing solutions. Current demographic
changes and family instability are, how-
ever, placing a greater demand on
shorter-term housing options with in-
creased mobility within the housing mar-
ket.

(3) A growing demand for affordable hous-
ing. The growing number of single-
person and single-parent households
clearly suggests growth in the number of
single-income households with less
money to spend on housing. This, in
turn, challenges housing policies which
have traditionally focused on home-
ownership predicated on dual-income
household structures.

(4) New needs are emerging. The ageing of
the population is creating new housing
needs, especially for very old people.

Table 7 clearly illustrates the relationship
between the economic position of single-
person/single-parent households and their
position in the housing market, highlighting
the lower levels of home-ownership, the
poorer condition of their houses and their
weaker position in the housing market in
general. This picture is further con� rmed
when the household composition of families
living in extremely poor housing conditions
is examined. Table 8 gives the composition
of the households living on campsites (Flan-
ders) and in recreational zones (Wallonia). In

both cases, the majority of households com-
prise people living alone or single parents.

3.3 Joint Effects of Economic and Socio-
demographic Changes on Housing Poverty

The combined effects of economic restruc-
turing and demographic changes on housing
possibilities cannot be overestimated. The
ability of the existing housing market in Bel-
gium to cope with these changes has been
severely limited for three reasons. First and
as has already been indicated, housing policy
in Belgium has generally tended to favour
owner-occupation with limited provision for
poorer families. Secondly, the decentralis-
ation of housing policy to the regional gov-
ernments has created uneven development in
the sector. Thirdly, deregulation of the pri-
vate rental market at a time when demand for
housing was increasing in the face of dimin-
ishing supply (in relative terms) brought with
it soaring rental costs which were out of the
reach of households with single or limited
incomes.

To illustrate the combination of these
changes, Table 9 shows the pro� le of house-
holds on subsistence bene� ts by household
type. Clearly shown, is a huge (and rising)
majority of single persons and single parents.
Other indicators also show a rejuvenation of
poverty. Vranken et al. (1997) show that the
percentage of people aged 18–24 living on
subsistence-level bene� ts rose from 22.7 per
cent in 1994 to 26 per cent in 1996.

The effects of these developments on
housing conditions have been demonstrated
above (see Tables 4, 7 and 8). Table 10
shows that elderly people have been severely
affected by poor housing conditions. Nearly
half of all households—being approximately
150 000 households—living in sub-standard
housing conditions in Flanders are headed by
a person over the age of 65 (Cellen Huisvest-
ing, 1996).

3.4 The Emergence of a Housing Crisis in
the 1980s

Housing conditions in Belgium show per-
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Table 8. Flanders and Wallonia: the household structure of households living on camping sites,
1996/97 (percentages)

Camping sites, Flanders Recreational zones, Wallonia
(n 5 237) (n 5 66)

Single person 48.5 45.7
Couple without children 34.6 28.9
Couple with children 8.4 18.8
Single parent 6.3 6.6
Other 2.1 0.0

Total 100 100

Sources: Mens and Ruimte (1997); Francis (1997).

Table 9. Belgium: percentage of households on a subsistence income by category, 1976–2000

Single persons
Year Married couple Single parent Single person living together Total

1976 10.8 — 65.6 23.7 100

1986 8.2 — 62.7 29.1 100

1990 7.4 21.6 47.4 23.7 100
1991 6.9 19.5 48.3 25.4 100
1992 7.1 19.9 48.3 24.6 100
1993 7.0 19.8 48.8 24.4 100
1994 7.1 19.1 50.2 23.6 100
1995 6.9 18.8 52.1 22.2 100
1996 6.8 19.0 53.7 20.5 100
1997 7.0 18.8 54.7 19.5 100
1998 6.7 18.8 55.9 18.6 100
1999 6.8 19.0 56.2 18.0 100

2000 6.8 19.1 56.2 17.9 100

Sources: Vranken and Geldof (1996); and Vranken et al. (2000).

sistent and rising problems. These include a
tight housing market, increasing housing
costs and stimulating the growth of new
forms of ‘poor housing (for example, living
in rooms and on camping-sites). An increas-
ing number of households pay more for de-
plorable housing conditions in unattractive
19th-century neighbourhoods ; in small, un-
safe and unhealthy furnished � ats and rooms
and in caravans on distant camp-sites. These
trends have been observed and con� rmed by
a number of researchers in the different re-
gions (Groep Urba, 1989; Gevers et al.,
1993; Denis et al., 1994; De Decker, 1998b;
De Decker and Raes, 1996; De Decker and
Serriën, 1997; Francis, 1997; De Decker et
al., 1997; Goossens et al., 1997). They fol-

low from the described general developments
as well as from the historical housing poli-
cies in Belgium.

The Belgian housing model in a nutshell.
More than elsewhere in north-western
Europe, Belgium has a policy of satisfying
housing needs based on the construction of
single-family dwellings and private owner-
ship (see Oxley and Smith, 1996). Since the
� rst Housing Act of 1889, a broad range of
instruments has been developed. Provision
has been made, to � uctuating degrees and at
differing times, for cheap loans, free grants,
cheap land for building, cheap houses for
sale, interest subsidies and tax cuts.

To understand better the history and
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Table 10. Flanders: percentage of households
living in poor housing conditions, according to the

age of the head of the household, 1994/95

Age Tenant Owner-occupation

Under 30 years 29.8 8.5
30–59 years 18.1 7.0
60–70 years 21.0 15.4
Over 70 years 23.1 25.1

Total 21.3 12.3

Note: Poor housing conditions, as classi� ed by
the Housing Authority after a housing quality
survey of the outside quality of the dwellings (roof,
walls, windows, etc.).

Source: Cellen Huisvesting (1996).

Thirdly, housing policy was/is character-
ised by low � nancial incentives in both
macro and micro terms. The historical policy
option was to give as many households as
possible relatively limited support and not to
support a more limited target-group more
substantially. It has repeatedly been demon-
strated that the amount of intervention at the
household level remains consistently low in
comparison to necessary investment. Premi-
ums or grants therefore rarely in� uence the
decision to become a home-owner. In 1979,
the Planbureau (National Planning Of� ce)
highlighted the limited extent and effect of
subsidies. Several years later, criticism of
subsidy levels and their ability to encourage
home-ownership was voiced by researchers
who argued that the limited amount of the
premium (less than 4 per cent of the purchase
price of a newly-built house) can in itself
provide no encouragement for building
(Deleeck et al., 1983). The National Bank
has also con� rmed this opinion, stating that
there is no signi� cant relation between the
demand for housing and the number of pre-
miums granted. In fact, households that built
or bought with the aid of a cheap loan from
the Housing Fund for Big Families received
premiums, on average, of an amount varying
from 2.3–8.9 per cent of the total investment
costs (De Decker et al., 1994).

Based upon purchase prices for an
average size house in the private or social
market, it has been calculated that the effect
of the subsidies for 1992 was minimal. With
a � xed interest rate set at 8.5 per cent, an
investment of all savings and repayment pe-
riods ranging between 20 and 30 years (de-
pending on the age of the head of the
household), we calculate that only 4.1 per
cent of households who get interest subsidies
and only 6.3 per cent of the households who
get social loans would dive under the limit of
33 per cent, being the bank norm for afford-
ability (Meulemans et al., 1996). In short
then, whether or not households are able to
buy or build their own houses is entirely
dependent on their own personal � nancial
means. The role of subsidies is at best mar-
ginal.

evolution of housing policy in Belgium, we
summarise its main principles. Subsidies for
the construction of new houses have been a
central axis of housing policy. Thus subsidies
have been directed at individual households
who took responsibility for purchasing land,
contracting an architect and organising the
building process. Renovation has, until re-
cently, only been given lip-service. The idea
behind this was the � ltering-up principle:
massive new construction enables the lower-
income groups to rent better-quality accom-
modation. The outcome of this policy can be
seen in the lack of a substantial renewal
policy to date and the fact that a large quan-
tity of housing in poor condition remains in
constant use (De Decker and Raes, 1996).

A second feature is that housing policy
was/is directed at a broad target group: at
certain times, no exclusion boundaries are
laid down; at other times, only the highest-
income groups are excluded from certain
subsidies. In Flanders, 66 per cent of all
households have an income lower than the
statutory income threshold for acceding to a
social loan for house purchase. This � gure is
even higher (72 per cent) for rent subsidies.
In fact, according to the current thresholds
for social loans, 75 per cent of households
who currently do not own a house could
make use of an allowance within the frame-
work of the promotion of home-ownership
(all � gures for 1992). No one is excluded for
tax deductions on mortgages.
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The promotion of home-ownership reigns.
Historically, the model for promoting home-
ownership in Belgium has had remarkable
stability. This stability is attributed to the
political dominance and hegemony of the
Christian Workers’ Movement in the � eld of
housing. In a reaction to the collectivist ideas
of rising socialism and drawing on the social
teaching of the church, the Christian Work-
ers’ Movement (CWM) has become, since the
end of the 19th century, the principal advo-
cate for property acquisition and home-
ownership. The lack of a viable alternative
and, even more importantly, the central social
role of the movement, were to lead to the
hegemony of its housing philosophy. In other
words, the CWM’s overt preference for
home-ownership has been accepted by a
broad stratum of society as the best housing
policy option. Because the Christian Work-
ers’ Movement, � rst as a pillar of the Catholic
and later of the Christian Democratic Party
(CVP), also acquired and retained political
power, it could and did put its policy (among
other things) on housing into practice. In
coalition governments, the Catholic/Christian
Democratic Party has been and remains the
largest and therefore most dominant political
force. This has meant, on the one hand, that
its opinion can never be set aside and, on the
other hand, that measures in ‘the more collec-
tive sphere’ (for example, building dwellings
for social renting) are only tolerated as an
exception to, and in excess of, the measures
to support ownership. The socialist parties,
which have not excelled in developing an
operational and coherent alternative vision,
have rarely been able to test their approaches
in practice.1 As a consequence of this socio-
political constellation, the owner-occupied
sector has enjoyed a lengthy dominance in the
housing market. In Flanders, as early as 1961,
approximately 55 per cent of Flemish house-
holds owned their house. The market share
for owner-occupation has risen to 68.8 per
cent, 66.3 per cent and 40 per cent in Flan-
ders, Wallonia and the Brussels Capital Re-
gion respectively, with a national overall
average of 65 per cent (census, 1991—
Goossens et al., 1997).

Quasi-unregulated private renting. Although
its market share has dropped dramatically, the
private rented sector is still the second-most-
important housing segment. Between 25 and
30 per cent of households live in privately
rented accommodation. In essence, the consti-
tutionally protected right to property domi-
nates in this sector. The basis of Belgian rent
legislation can be found in the Civil Code.
The ‘Code Napoleon’ was introduced in 1804
and has undergone no signi� cant fundamental
changes in the area of rent legislation,
notwithstanding an impressive number of ad
hoc interventions. Belgian civil law is still
characterised by a conservative philosophy
which is expressed in the following princi-
ples: powerful protection of the right of own-
ership, contractual freedom of the parties, an
assumed equality of the parties and the
largely supplementary character of rent legis-
lation. However, the government has been
compelled to intervene regularly. Neverthe-
less, constrained between the historical rights
of landlords and the interests of tenants, a
stable regulation has never been achieved (De
Decker, 2001a).

Social rental housing remains marginal. In
Belgium, the social rental sector, accounting
for only 6 per cent of the housing stock, is
very much the little brother. Historically,
increased investment has been largely respon-
sive to crisis periods (Goossens, 1993). The
� rst Housing Act (1889) followed social un-
rest; the umbrella organisation for local social
construction companies was recognised im-
mediately after World War I (1919). After
World War II, the � nancing of the sector with
the so-called Brunfaut Act (1949) was struc-
turally regulated and forced the election vic-
tories of the Vlaams Blok (a right-wing and
racist party) in 1991, the new Flemish govern-
ment, a coalition of Christian Democrats and
Socialists, suddenly had, after years of budget
cuts, 30 billion BEF available for the con-
struction of 10 000 new social rental
dwellings.

Social rental housing is only available for
the so-called low-income groups. Theoreti-
cally, the income thresholds enable 48 per

 by Alireza Ehsanfar on October 29, 2008 http://usj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://usj.sagepub.com


PASCAL DE DECKER310

cent of all Flemish households and 53 per cent
of all Flemish tenants to accede to a social
dwelling (1992 � gures). In practice, however,
waiting-lists are lengthy and actual access is
far from evident. Moreover, the constant
changes in regulations governing access to
social housing make it dif� cult to comment on
the evolution of these waiting-lists. In Flan-
ders, in 1987, there were about 75 000 house-
holds on the waiting list; in 1994, the number
had reached 130 000 and in 1996 it had shrunk
again to 65 000—rising again to more than
70 000 in 1997. There are now about 125 000
social rental dwellings in Flanders. Wallonia
has some 100 000 social rental dwellings, a
number which only fractionally covers the
300 000–400 000 households who are eli-
gible. The waiting-list in Wallonia stretches to
43 000 households. The Brussels Capital Re-
gion has 37 000 social dwellings for rent
(Anon., 1996).

It can therefore be observed that while the
social rental sector offers security of tenure
and a more than reasonable relationship be-
tween price and quality, its ability to accom-
modate the large number of applicants,
particularly families who are eligible, remains
constrained by the low level of investment in
construction in the sector.2

To summarise, we note that the continuing
uncertainty, recurring changes in legislation
and the actual power relationship between the
tenant and landlord suggest that the private
rental sector does not offer a stable and
appealing housing alternative. Private letting
is only a temporary solution for a majority of
households or a solution for individuals and
households who have no alternative—for
households who are forced into private rent-
ing. Allocation of social housing is impossible
for households with above-average income.
For households on low incomes, access to
social housing is akin to winning a big prize
in the lottery. In essence, then, becoming an
owner-occupier is the only structural housing
alternative. Yet the high costs of owner-occu-
pation and the insuf� cient subsidy levels
make access to this sector far from obvious,
especially for households on low incomes but
even for those with moderate incomes.

It all collapses in the 1980s. Until the early
1980s, the generous provisions of the general
welfare system could mask (or compensate
for) the major weaknesses of the Belgian
housing model, being the low level of new
construction and the persistent number of
dwellings in poor condition in use, due to the
absence of a housing renewal policy (De
Decker and Raes, 1996). By the mid 1980s,
however, the general crisis of the economy
and the state led to a concurrent crisis in the
Belgian housing market.

The reasons why the system went into crisis
are many. For our purposes, we highlight two
interrelated reasons of direct relevance to our
analysis: the condition of the existing housing
stock (the large number of un� t dwellings)
and the social-demographic developments
described above.

The � rst relevant factor is the collapse of
the construction of new housing. In the con-
text of a severe economic crisis with rising
uncertainty and, at that time, high interest
rates, households were understandably reluc-
tant to venture into building their own homes.
Unsurprisingly, the level of construction
dropped dramatically in the 1980s (measured
in Figure 2 by the decreasing number of
privately purchased plots of land). The Bel-
gian housing model, oriented as it was towards
construction by the individual household,
proved to be far from crisis-proof. It was clear
that good economic conditions and optimistic
long-term prospects were key requirements
for the successful implementation of the hous-
ing model. The ‘belief in the future’ which
was an underlying assumption of the model
had been seriously undermined by the econ-
omic crisis.

The collapse of new construction was not
only restricted to private households but ex-
tended equally to private investors. And, fur-
ther to aggravate the situation, compensation
for the collapse in private and household-level
investment in the form of government expen-
diture on housing was not forthcoming. On the
contrary, the growing pressures on the state
budget resulted in a simultaneous and spec-
tacular drop in non-pro� t house building in all
regions of the country (Figure 3).
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Figure 2. Belgium: purchased plots of land and medium- and small-sized dwellings, 1975–98.

Figure 3. Belgium: social rental construction, by region, 1975–95.

The overall effect of the collapse in new
house construction cannot be properly calcu-
lated due to a lack of necessary information.
Nevertheless, based on tentative estimates, it
has been concluded that, in 1985, there were
insuf� cient houses to enable the market to
function properly (De Decker, 1990). Com-
bined with the liberalisation of the private
rental market, the effects were disastrous.
Indeed, just as construction of new houses
was dropping sharply, the government dereg-
ulated the private rental market completely.
Temporary legislation on private rentals was
followed by more permanent legislation in
which the conservative coalition of Catholics
and Liberals reverted to the Napoleonic prin-
ciples of the Civil Code. ‘The free nego-
tiation of contracts’ was restored. Setting of
initial rents and the duration of the tenancy
were left to the ‘voluntary decision’ of the
contracting parties, being the landlord and
the tenant (De Decker and Insleghers, 1996).

Looking at the overall situation, we ob-
serve that at the moment when ‘new house-
hold types’ enter the market (and in fact
demand more new construction), construc-
tion levels dropped and private landlords
were given the upper hand. The result was
the inevitable reversal of the � ltering-up pro-
cess. Generally, it was argued by the govern-
ment that suf� cient construction levels lead
to a � ltering-up process throughout the mar-
ket: new construction leads to a chain of
vacancies by which less-wealthy people can
move up, � nally leaving the worst dwellings
empty (De Decker, 1990; Gevers et al.,
1993).

In the early 1980s, the changes described
above set the wheel in reverse motion. The
dramatic decrease in new build blocked entry
to the market leaving the growing number of
newcomers to � nd housing within existing
stock in privately rented accommodation and
in the owner-occupied sector (which has al-
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ways been market-led) under conditions of
free negotiation. At the top of the market, a
substitution process began to displace house-
holds downwards. More and more house-
holds with higher incomes purchased rather
than built their houses (see Figure 2)—lead-
ing, unsurprisingly, to increased competition
on the purchasing market with concomitant
price rises. In turn, this led to substitution
lower down the chain (from purchasing to
renting, for example) and displacement (from
good to poor housing), so that � nally, poor
people were competing with one another for
housing in poor condition. Even in these
types of dwelling, the competition resulting
from downward displacement was impacting
on prices (De Decker, 1994). Research
showed that, during that period, the biggest
price rises were for poorly equipped
dwellings occupied by the poorest quintile of
households (Table 11). Equally, research
showed that, to escape these escalating costs,
some low-income households escaped into
home-ownership, buying houses in poor con-
dition which they could never afford to reno-
vate (De Decker, Meulemans and Goossens,
1994).3

In this environment, the private rental mar-
ket showed its ‘potentials’, not to mention its
pro� tability. With the freeing of the private
rental market came � exibility at the bottom
end and the introduction of ‘new products’
(de Decker and Raes, 1996). In the cities,
with great speed, older houses were sub-
divided into small � ats and rooms. Some
landlords even went as far as letting out

mattresses. Outside the cities, and predomi-
nantly recruiting its clientèle from within the
cities, camp-sites and sites for weekend rec-
reation were turned into permanent homes
for households trying to escape the housing
crisis, despite the fact that this kind of rental
housing was and still is illegal (De Decker et
al., 1997; Francis, 1997). Very ironically,
then, the private rented sector demonstrated
its � exibility. It showed, to echo Rugg
(1997), its ease of access.

By the end of the 1980s, private house
building rose again, but without reaching
earlier levels. The production of non-pro� t
housing for rent remains marginal in the
Brussels Capital Region and in Wallonia. In
Flanders, a programme of 10 000 new extra
dwellings was launched. Nevertheless, this
programme accounts for only 0.5 per cent of
the total housing stock (De Decker, 1992).
The persistent pressure on the housing mar-
ket, despite the small upswing in house
building and the general upturn in the econ-
omy, has meant that house prices have con-
tinued to rise faster than the cost of living,
taking up an increasing share of household
budgets. Thus the structural conditions for a
modern exploitation of housing in poor con-
dition remain unchanged to this day.4

To illustrate this point, some � gures on
housing costs for vulnerable households in
the Brussels Capital Region are given. In
1993, the Brussels Rent Observatory
analysed private rents. Table 12 brings to-
gether some signi� cant � gures according to
the size of the dwelling. In this table, rents in

Table 11. Flanders: rent evolution by amenities of the dwellings, 1976–92
(percentages)

Total population
Dwelling has no central heating, bath or shower 1 24
Dwelling either lacks central heating or lacks bath/shower 1 24
Dwelling has central heating and either bath or shower 2 3

Lowest quintile
Dwelling has no central heating, bath or shower 1 57
Dwelling either lacks central heating or lacks bath/shower 1 41
Dwelling has central heating and either bath or shower 2 9

Source: Meulemans et al. (1996).
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the private rental market are compared with
household incomes for households on either
unemployment or subsistence bene� t (in-
cluding child bene� t). The � gures show that
households on subsistence incomes spend be-
tween 66.6 per cent (single-person house-
hold) and 44.9 per cent (household with 2
adults and 4 children) of their income on
housing including charges. For households
on unemployment bene� t, the proportion of
expenditure on housing varies between 57.1
per cent (for a single person) and 37.8 per
cent (household with 4 children). While these
� gures are worrying enough, it should be
borne in mind that they are based on average
rents for a sample of households who have
lived in a dwelling for a number of years.
They mask the true magnitude of the prob-
lem for households who are more recently
seeking housing in the private rental market.
Nevertheless, they expose the dif� culty of
attaining a decent standard of living in pri-
vately rented housing for families on low
incomes.

The high rents in the private rental market
have also affected people being rehoused
from transitional housing for homeless peo-
ple. Table 13 shows the ratio of rent to
income for people leaving the Brussels tran-
sit house ‘De Lokvogel’ between 5 Novem-
ber 1991 and 14 September 1994. In 37.6 per
cent of cases, former residents were rehoused
in accommodation which absorbed more than
35 per cent of their incomes, a � gure which

does not include charges for heating, gas,
water and electricity.

4. The Legacy of Housing Activism and
De-institutionalisation of Welfare Work

4.1 Tenant Activism

According to Notredame (1994), several
branches of housing activism, being tenant
and community activism, have played an im-
portant role in the foundation and conceptu-
alisation of new housing initiatives including
SRAs. The � rst instance of activism by ten-
ants dates back to the slum clearance pro-
grammes of the 1950s and 1960s which later
led to community action. The economic cri-
sis of the 1970s further fuelled activism in
housing and led to the foundation of legal
shops and tenants’ associations (De Decker
and Raes, 1996).

Legal shops emerged in the early 1970s,
� lling the gaps in the provision of legal
assistance in three ways. First, they provided
direct legal assistance which was both cheap
and accessible to people who would other-
wise have had only limited access to legal
assistance. Secondly, by their very existence,
they forced other actors to give accurate legal
advice. Thirdly, they offered structural legal
assistance by organising actions aimed at
improving the legal and social position of
vulnerable people making them conscious
and powerful vis-à-vis the social power
structures (Notredame, 1994). Relevant here

Table 13. The Brussels Capital Region: rent– income ratio for leavers of the transit
housing ‘De Lokvogel’, November 1991–September 1994

Rent– income (rent as a percentage of the income)a Number Percentage

Less than 20 10 20.8
Between 20 and 35 11 22.8
Between 35 and 45 9 18.8
Over 45 9 18.8
Unknown 9 18.8

Total 48 100

aIncluding child money.
Source: Denis et al. (1994).
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is the fact that, of the total number of requests
for legal assistance and advice, 15–30 per
cent related to housing issues for people in
rental accommodation.

In 1980, the legal shops stopped providing
general advice services, choosing to concen-
trate on two tasks: the founding of general
complaints of� ces and the development of
tenants’ associations. The former remained
marginal, while the latter has met with con-
siderable success. In 1986, the � rst tenants’
associations were established, having four
objectives: to provide legal assistance for
tenants, to support the development of ten-
ants’ organisations, to provide information
and training and to lobby for better legis-
lation.

Besides the legal shop movement, at � rst
targeted on legal advice in general, more
speci� c housing grassroots initiatives
emerged. In 1975, in Brussels, a � rst tenants’
union was founded. Different features
in� uenced its foundation, of which the major
one was the fact that, during a major urban
slum clearance project, the government did
not provide rehousing options or any kind of
legal assistance for the 12 000 people in-
volved. This situation was made worse by the
fact that landlords discriminated against
labour migrants (see also Kesteloot et al.,
1997) and, speculating on future real estate
projects, relet dwellings for deterioration. As
a consequence, social workers were con-
fronted with ongoing and augmenting social
problems which � nally, and following a visit
to the Holloway Tenant Co-operative in Lon-
don, were to in� uence the decision to found
a tenants’ union with the rehousing of evicted
tenants as one of its major goals (Duquesnoy
et al., 1982).

Some years later, in Gent, a major indus-
trial town in Flanders, the rising awareness of
the need for legal advice and assistance in
housing matters led to the creation, in 1978,
of Woonfonds which was targeted
speci� cally at the Turkish community.
Recognising the severe discrimination in
housing experienced by this group, Woon-
fonds aimed to buy or rent houses which were
then sub-let to Turkish households (Kesteloot

et al., 1997). Woonfonds, which can therefore
be seen as an SRA avant la lettre, built up a
fully independent working and � nancial
structure before � nally achieving recognition
as an SRA by the Flemish government in the
1990s.

In Antwerp, the biggest city of Flanders,
also in 1978, ‘a tenants’ union’ was founded
(with EU money) out of a centre for foreign
workers. The tenants’ union which is com-
posed of migrant workers had three objec-
tives: the enlargement of the supply of
available housing in good condition, the de-
fence of the interests of its members and the
provision of training to members. As with
Woonfonds in Ghent, the new tenants’ union
was faced with a shortage of rental dwellings
in both the private rental and social rental
markets. To address this problem, the tenants’
union, in 1990, developed into a new organis-
ation whose aim was to purchase houses for
renovation and sub-letting. Since then, other
tenants’ unions have sprung up, following this
trend. Together, they share the central aims of
improving housing conditions for their mem-
bers, introducing collective management and
providing training. However, their methods
and processes for acquiring housing and mak-
ing it available to members differ and include:
renting to sub-let, co-renting, renting in the
public sector, purchasing dwellings to sub-let
and support for households who want to
purchase a house. During that period, the
tenants’ union movement was dominated by
migrant households.

4.2 Community Activism

The � rst community action groups were
founded by clerics in poor urban neighbour-
hoods with the aim of moral elevation of the
population and the alleviation of some urgent
needs. By the end of the 1960s, some 30
community action groups were functioning.
Very often, better housing and combating
large-scale urban plans were at the heart of
the action. In the 1970s, following the upris-
ings of the 1960s, the early community action
groups underwent a democratisation process.
The paternalistic approach of the early groups
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was replaced by the principles of self-man-
agement, political awareness and a curative
and reactive approach to problems. Both
kinds of group joined together in the 1980s.
Housing became and has remained an im-
portant and growing � eld of work among
neighbourhood groups. In Flanders, of the
total community action groups, the pro-
portion involved in housing rose from 1 in 5
in 1985 to 1 in 3 in 1992. Since then, housing
has received absolute priority. These housing
projects encompass different types of action,
being the introduction of housing experi-
ments (for example, for disabled people or
the elderly), training in renovation or con-
struction projects, involvement in social
housing management and the introduction of
integrated projects for housing and work.

For the growth of the new housing ac-
tivism in general and SRAs in particular,
community work played an important role by
bringing in experiences with the implemen-
tation of urban renewal policies. This con-
cerns a � ght for the extension of participation
in a � rst phase and the institutional conceptu-
alisation of urban renewal policy (as in
steering-groups in urban renewal areas) in a
second phase. As a result of the actions in the
early 1980s, urban renewal programmes had
become operations whereby: housing rights
are guaranteed; residents’ initiatives are sup-
ported; residents become active participants;
local networks are respected; and, an inte-
grated approach is developed.

4.3 Changes within Welfare Work

Besides housing and community activism,
step-by-step, classical welfare work became
involved in housing—being forced into it by
the circumstances. During the 1970s and the
1980s, welfare work became adult. Due to
institutionalisation, welfare work grew out of
its confessional origins into a more secu-
larised institution with a role to play in the
so-called hard sectors of education, training,
labour and housing. In 1994, Notredame
noted that welfare work has an essential role
to play as a social service and that it is taking
a fully-� edged place in society.

Through an increased case-load, welfare
workers became steadily more aware of the
severity of the housing problems facing their
clients. According to Hubeau (1986), hous-
ing dif� culties increasingly represented the
core issue of clients’ social problems. For a
range of clients, housing (or its absence) was
the immediate reason for applying, while for
others housing was part of a more global
problem. As a result of this repeated confron-
tation with housing problems, welfare work-
ers became more conscious of the
importance of the housing dimension for the
global well-being of individuals and groups.
The involvement of welfare work in the con-
ceptualisation of housing solutions was thus
inevitable. Welfare work responded to this
identi� ed housing need in two ways. For
people with mental illness, young people,
people with disabilities and homeless people,
welfare work became directly involved in the
provision of supported housing (De Decker
and Hardouin-Steyaert, 1999). For people
who could live more independently, welfare
work was instrumental in the setting-up of
social rental agencies.

The rising concerns of welfare work with
housing alternatives are part of a larger social
development, known as ‘de-institutionalisa-
tion’. De-institutionalisation refers to the
shift from residential care as the dominant
form of provision for people with special
needs to more small-scale community-based
provision. In practice, de-institutionalisation
resulted in a decrease in the number of beds
in large-scale institutions and the substitution
of institutional care with care in half-open
and ambulatory services (day care, halfway
homes, etc.) and care at home. The move
towards de-institutionalisation has been ra-
tionalised on several grounds not the least of
which is the principle of normalisation. One
the major principles of normalisation is the
integrated approach to housing and care pro-
vision which is as spatially and culturally
akin to the individual’s life-world as poss-
ible. Wherever possible, people with special
needs are offered care which would enable
them to remain in their own homes for as
long as possible. Care thus ends up with a
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continuum: on the one side, we have the
‘natural environment’—normally the house-
hold—and, on the other side, the ‘residential
institution’—family-replacing services—
with, in between, a broad range of services
which are client- and carer-oriented.

The emergence of welfare work for
speci� c groups, the housing crisis of the
1980s and de-institutionalisation processes
converged to give birth to linkages between
housing and welfare work organisations.
These linkages evolved into different forms
of provision which included both care at
home for people who could live indepen-
dently as well as wholly integrated housing
and support initiatives. On the one side, wel-
fare work leaves housing aside; on the other
side, ‘housing’ is a part of the treatment. The
more welfare work is moving to the latter,
the less one is oriented at � ltering through,
the less welfare work is oriented to the de-
crease of welfare work and the rise of auton-
omy.

Care for the homeless. At this point, it is
relevant to illustrate the developments in pro-
vision for homeless people (focusing on
Flanders, see Seys, 1987). Reception houses
have a long tradition as a model of welfare
work in Belgium. The oldest centre dates
from 1884 and was founded in Liège. Never-
theless, their actual expansion has been a
relatively recent development. It is only from
1967 onwards that one can actually speak of
a ‘sector’ as such with the consolidation of
the concept of reception houses and the foun-
dation of an umbrella organisation (Verenig-
ing Der Onthaaltehuizen/Association des
Maisons d’Acceuil). In Flanders, in 1960,
only 4 reception houses existed, together pro-
viding a total of 234 beds.

The growth in the reception-house sector
dates from 1975 when de-institutionalisation
spawned the ‘ideology of small-scale ar-
rangements’. The consequence of de-institu-
tionalisation was a shift from institutional
care to welfare work in normal houses and
farms. Alongside the traditional homeless
population, new target-groups emerged: peo-
ple who were dismissed from all kinds of

institutions or who were using reception
houses because they had no other choice
(runaways, battered women, etc.). The new
target-groups using reception centres brought
with them new needs for both housing and
support.

According to Seys (1987), the profession-
alisation of welfare work occurred in parallel
with the expansion of the sector, bringing
with it a different approach to welfare work
and a clearer perspective on client–worker
relationships. The ‘passing-through philoso-
phy’ emerged as an important principle in
reception-house work, emphasising the ulti-
mate goal of independence for clients. Their
stay in a house is while becoming ‘defens-
ible’. Most residents were encouraged to be-
come as independent as possible as soon as
possible. The high number of failures of this
approach led to the conclusion that many
homeless people did not want the degree of
independence envisaged by the professionals.
It was obvious that a new concept with better
welfare work techniques and methods had to
be developed.

A second feature in the growth of housing
with support was the already-mentioned
‘small scale’ ideology. This ideology pro-
posed that small groups of individuals func-
tion autonomously in a system without much
hierarchy. In practice, this meant living in
ordinary houses in ordinary streets. The goal
was to create an environment opposed to the
huge, alienating institutions, an environment
where ‘homes’ were replaced by ‘houses’.

A third component of the new approach to
welfare work was the ‘ideology of emanci-
pation’. The notion of ‘caring about’ the
client was replaced by giving the homeless
person ‘a number of possibilities’ through
which he or she could realise his or her
potential. Client participation and active in-
volvement were central to this concept. The
ideology of emancipation displaced the nega-
tively charged perceptions of the client (a
person with limits) in favour of positively
charged perceptions of the individual (a per-
son who can do things).

We have already dealt with the last feature
in the development towards supported hous-
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ing—namely, the housing crisis. In the ab-
sence of a substantial housing policy, home-
less people and other vulnerable persons
usually ended up in poor-quality privately
rented accommodation with unaffordable
rents (see De Decker and Raes, 1996). The
failure of social rented housing to meet the
needs of homeless people (see discussion on
waiting-lists above) was a catalyst in welfare
work’s involvement in the housing market.

4.4 Welfare Work Invades the Housing
Market

The foundation and growth of social rental
agencies and other new housing initiatives
have been a direct result of different forces
acting to reinforce each other. In the � rst
place, the economic crisis and restructuring
led to high unemployment rates, job insecu-
rity, more part-time work and a growth in the
informal employment sector. This develop-
ment undermined the traditional Belgian
housing policy which was based on the nu-
clear family model (with dual income). In-
stead of the traditional response of increased
private house-building activity, a substitution
process emerged, placing pressure on the
housing market and sending rents into an
upward spiral. The economic crisis was fur-
ther exacerbated by demographic changes
which increased the number of households
(especially single-person households) seek-
ing housing. The increased number of house-
holds entering the rental market placed more
pressure on it. In the absence of a sustained
and substantial housing policy, the economic
crisis and demographic changes of the 1980s
combined to create what can be called a
housing crisis: high prices for housing in
poor and often insecure conditions. The pri-
vate rental market was quick to respond by
diversifying its products from poor-quality
housing to expensive rooms, caravans and
mattresses and even stables.5 These develop-
ments led to a (modest) revival of housing
activism and, together with the changes
within welfare work, this completes the list
of features responsible for the genesis of new
housing initiatives, including SRAs.

In both Flanders and the Brussels Capital
Region, an inventory of new housing initia-
tives has been undertaken by Noens et al.
(1991) and Michielsen et al. (1994) respect-
ively. In 1990, Noens et al. scanned all Flem-
ish local actors in search of housing projects
that exceed the framework of the traditional
social housing policy. A questionnaire was
sent to local and provincial authorities, local
social agencies, local social housing compa-
nies, reception houses for homeless people
and even neighbourhood works. The re-
searchers found a huge and diverse number
of initiatives. A comprehensive examination
of them would be beyond the scope of this
paper. Here, we present a general overview
of the � ndings. In 266 out of the 308 local
Flemish authorities, some ‘new housing ini-
tiatives’ exist. In the main, these new hous-
ing initiatives relate to the introduction of a
housing service, taxes, grants and regulations
on the quality of furnished rooms and recep-
tion houses. Of the 308 local social authori-
ties (OCMWs), 274 were involved in
housing initiatives—predominantly legal as-
sistance, advice and support, building up
their own housing stock or organising a so-
cial rental agency. Local social housing com-
panies were less involved, although some
were engaged in projects for speci� c target-
groups (the disabled or the elderly) and ten-
ant participation activities. In the social
sector, Noens et al. took stock of crisis cen-
tres for acute homelessness, reception
houses, half-way housing, initiatives combin-
ing housing and working (for example,
Wotepa; see De Decker and Raes, 1996),
social rental agencies, self-organisation,
housing shops, tenants’ associations and
unions, neighbourhood co-operation and so
on.

Michielsen et al. (1994) focused their re-
search on the different partner agencies in-
volved in the housing market in Brussels.
Questionnaires were sent to the local authori-
ties, the local social housing companies and
some private organisations in order to take
stock of their initiatives to ameliorate the
housing situation of poor people. The study
sought to con� rm or dispel the impression

 by Alireza Ehsanfar on October 29, 2008 http://usj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://usj.sagepub.com


SOCIAL RENTAL AGENCIES IN BELGIUM 319

that, in Brussels, local authorities, local so-
cial agencies and local housing companies
were developing housing initiatives under
different forms of � nancial arrangement. The
study found evidence of increased co-oper-
ation between the different housing partners.
The researchers also found evidence of what
can be called ‘convention housing’: housing
initiatives which are conceived and imple-
mented jointly by different partner agencies.
An example of this model of co-operation for
a common goal was joint working between
private landlords and social rental agencies.
In this case, private landlords let properties at
below market price to social rental agencies
who, in turn, guarantee rent payment and the
maintenance of the dwelling in good con-
dition. Despite this evidence of co-operative
working between the different housing ac-
tors, the study concluded that few initiatives
were aimed at actually solving the problems
of the private rented market.

Finally, Notredame (1994) concludes that
the concept of new housing initiatives hides
a very heterogeneous number of activities.
Housing initiatives operate at different terri-
torial levels. In larger cities, initiatives work
at the scale of a neighbourhood; in smaller
cities, the territory covers the city as a whole;
in the countryside, the initiatives cover more
than one local authority. Moreover, each ini-
tiative exhibits a speci� c combination of fea-
tures: territorial–categorical–sectoral and
housing–support–activism. Finally, the
target-group orientation of initiatives trans-
lates itself along a line from semi-institution-
alised welfare work to halfway housing, to
supported housing and independent living in
privately rented dwellings.

5. Discussion and Prospects

In the previous sections, we have dealt with
the birth and rise of social rental agencies.
SRAs are so-called new housing initiatives
that took root in the 1980s when a severe
housing crisis emerged. SRAs aim at with-
drawing the management of private rental
accommodation from the mechanisms of the
market and at replacing it by ‘social’ man-

agement. In order to obtain that, SRAs rent
private rental dwellings for sub-letting. SRAs
guarantee the landlord the payment of the
rent and the quality control of the dwelling.
The tenant gets a reasonable rent, a more or
less secured lease and, if necessary, the as-
sistance of welfare work. They became insti-
tutionalised during the 1990s in all the
regions of Belgium. The rise of SRAs has to
be linked with some general structural devel-
opments which have emerged since the
1970s. The combination of economic restruc-
turing, socio-demographic changes and the
ongoing absence of a housing policy led to a
severe housing crisis during the 1980s, hit-
ting especially vulnerable people. As a
consequence, welfare work service in general
and services for homeless persons in particu-
lar were confronted by the consequences—
housing had become at the heart of the
problems of their clients; and, they were
unable to � nd housing for their clients. The
combination of the learning-by-doing initia-
tives of welfare work with experiences of
tenant and community activism would � nally
lead to the implementation of SRAs as the
dominant new housing initiative model. By
the end of 1998, 69 SRAs in Flanders man-
aged 1692 dwellings out of a total housing
stock of 2 400 000 units. The � gures for
Wallonia (in 1999) show that 19 SRAs let a
total of 1155 dwellings out of a total housing
stock of 1 200 000 units. The 11 Brussels
SRAs let approximately 400 dwellings (end
of 1999) (De Decker, 2000b).

If we want to consider the near future of
Belgian housing in general and SRAs in
particular, two questions need to be an-
swered. The � rst question relates to the con-
tinued need for new housing initiatives or
SRAs: do we need them in the near future in
order to improve the general performance of
the housing market? The second question
relates to the performance of the SRAs them-
selves: what can they ultimately offer?

5.1 Do We Need SRAs in the Future?

Our answer to this question is an uncon-
ditional ‘yes’. This is so because the other
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housing market sectors—home-ownership,
social renting and (unregulated) private rent-
ing—will be unable to solve the housing
problems within a reasonable time. This con-
clusion follows from three major observa-
tions (De Decker, 1998b).

The � rst observation is that the home-
ownership rate has reached its limits. Be-
tween the last two censuses the level of
home-ownership rose by an average of 0.46
per cent per annum. A recent study, based on
actual economic and demographic condi-
tions, estimates that by the year 2010, the
home-ownership rate will have stabilised at
around 70 per cent (for Flanders; Meulemans
and Willemé, 1998).

The second observation relates to the abil-
ity of the private rental market to offer good,
affordable and secure housing for poor and
vulnerable households. It is structurally im-
possible to supply good, affordable and se-
cure housing for poorer people who give
landlords a reasonable pro� t without any
state support (such as rent allowances, reno-
vation grants). If rents are not high enough,
housing quality is compromised. If rents are
too high, housing is no longer affordable.
There is therefore a trade-off between rent
levels and housing quality which cannot be
addressed without intervention in the private
rental markets. In addition, private landlords
are ill equipped to deal with the dif� culties
which may arise when letting to poor house-
holds (arrears, unexpected notices, etc.). The
pro� t motive in the private rental sector is
unwilling to handle the potential for lost
rental income and, at any rate, private land-
lords are unfamiliar with the needs of poorer
families.

The third observation pertains to the role
of the social rental sector. In theory, social
rented housing should close the remaining
gap between owner-occupation and private
renting. In Belgium, the current ‘little
brother’ position of social rented housing is
certainly insuf� cient to ful� l this role. If it
were to have a serious impact on the housing
market, the stock of social rented accommo-
dation would have to increase drastically. To
reach the absolute minimum levels calcu-

lated, we need an extra 90 000 social
dwellings for rent (Meulemans et al., 1996).
At the rate of construction of the � rst half of
the 1990s, it would take 40 years to reach
this level. To reach the European average of
17 per cent, we would need an extra 400 000
dwellings. At the speed mentioned, this
would take 180 years.6 And even if there is a
political consensus on this issue (which is not
the case), the capacity of the construction
industry is too low to achieve these high
levels of production. Thus, whatever the con-
ditions, it will take many years before social
renting can achieve a substantial market
share.

We conclude therefore that the traditional
housing sectors cannot � ll the housing gap
overnight. In the short and medium term,
neither owner-occupation with its stagnating
position nor social renting with its dire and
chronic shortages can generate substantial
supplies of good and affordable housing for
poor people in order to avoid sub-standard or
marginal housing conditions and homeless-
ness. Unavoidably, the private rental market
becomes the only solution for households on
low incomes. Yet, left to the forces of the
free market, this sector can provide neither
suf� cient access nor adequate and affordable
housing. The new housing initiatives can and
do mitigate the problematic aspects of pri-
vate renting. It is through these initiatives
and their co-operative work with the private
rental sector that access to affordable hous-
ing in reasonable condition can be achieved
for low-income families. SRAs are here to
stay.

5.2 On Integration as an Institution

We have to conclude that SRAs are here to
stay. But under what circumstances? Is cur-
rent legislation suf� ciently far-reaching for
consolidation and/or expansion? Or has it
only given the SRAs a survival allowance?
And what is the potential of the model itself?
Can it both manage a larger housing stock
and ful� l the need for social accompaniment
ef� ciently? These questions dig at the heart
of the integration of the SRAs (and its
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umbrella) as an institution on two levels:
integration from above as part of the main-
stream institutional framework for housing
and integration from below in response to the
need for and quality of the work done by
SRAs.

If we try to evaluate the intentions of the
government concerning the institutional inte-
gration of the SRAs, we could argue that the
legislation on the recognition and � nancing
of SRAs is a clear statement from the differ-
ent governments of the importance they ac-
cord to the SRA model as a means of
resolving the housing problems of poor and
vulnerable households. In the meantime, the
new Flemish government has promised to
make the means available for an additional
5000 SRA dwellings (De Decker, 2000a).

On the other hand, if we look at the
amount of money made available globally,
per region and per SRA, the only possible
conclusion is that SRAs are deliberately kept
small. The fact that the legislation allows for
the funding of a small number of staff in
each SRA (2 in Wallonia and 1.5 in Flan-
ders) without skilled support from an um-
brella organisation (Wallonia, Brussels
Capital Region), will not and cannot ‘change
the housing world’. This (implicit) ‘small is
beautiful’ preference springs from several
(interconnected) historical reasons. The � rst
is the absence of enough (housing) money
within regional budgets. The second is that
each government wants to evolve its support
for SRAs incrementally. Thus, expansion of
support and funding can only happen on the
back of successive evaluations (Wallonia,
Flanders). A third reason is a clear prefer-
ence for passing through (for example, Wal-
lonia). Finally, there is the role of the
traditional housing lobby (Flanders) which
has opposed the recognition and especially
the funding of SRA revenue costs. In Flan-
ders, the effectiveness of this lobbying is
re� ected in the vague description of SRAs in
the 1997 Housing Law and in the ‘one-by-one’
atomised decisions on the status of each indi-
vidual SRA and their umbrella organisation.

It is a fact that, although they were the � rst
to welcome the ‘new housing partner’, Flem-

ish social housing companies became, es-
pecially through statements of their trade
union, the Vereniging van Vlaamse Huis-
vestingsmaatschappijen, increasingly more
hostile to SRAs. At least three issues lay at
the heart of this change of view. First, the
ongoing critique delivered by the SRA
movement against the traditional social hous-
ing providers (‘the good vs the bad’) helped
to rupture the initial solidarity. Secondly, the
repeatedly expressed intentions of the SRA
movement to branch into the social rental
sector created a real sense of protectionism
within the sector. Finally, the desire by the
SRA movement to become an important
partner in the housing market and to
in� uence housing policy has led to fear of
their potential for in� uencing and controlling
the sector. Unsurprisingly, these concerns
among the traditional social housing
providers have intensi� ed competition for
scarce resources and have led to a power
struggle which has undermined support for
SRAs in Flanders (De Decker, 1995).

The institutional integration of SRAs will
also depend on the targets and performance
of the SRAs themselves. Do SRAs have the
ambition to become a mature alternative
housing sector or is the option to remain
small-scale supplementary actors? The re-
ality suggests that becoming an alternative
housing sector takes a considerable time. For
some, it will remain a utopia. Vanvelk (1997)
argues that the SRA movement will remain a
rather small-scale supplement. B. Severain,
co-founder of the Brussels SRA ‘Logement
pour Tous/Ieder zijn Woning’, estimates that
the capacity limit of an SRA is situated
somewhere around 100 dwellings. If the
number of houses SRAs have to manage
becomes too high, this will be at the expense
of the quality of the accompaniment of both
the tenant and the landlord. An overburdened
housing management load will unavoidably
lead to decreased levels and quality of social
accompaniment and may even lead to de-
creased rigour in the selection of suitable
dwellings. Moreover, institutional expansion
carries with it the risk of bureaucratisation.

The small-scale option while realistic has,
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as an immediate consequence, a high degree
of dependence on the performance of the
other housing market actors. For one thing,
small scale means that the success of SRAs
will depend on the ability of other housing
providers to � lter clients through. In the end,
the ability of SRAs to play their role in
providing intermediate housing solutions for
low-income households will depend on the
willingness or the capacity of ‘the others’ to
provide permanent housing through co-
operative working. If this cannot be
achieved, SRAs will either become over-
crowded or send vulnerable people back to
poor housing conditions.

5.3 The Best of Different Worlds?

The analysis presented in the last two sec-
tions leads to two interrelated conclusions.
First, SRAs have (at least) a necessary addi-
tional function in housing poor and vulner-
able people. Secondly, the success of SRAs
will depend on their integration in the hous-
ing market. This implies that a tailor-made
policy for each housing sector (owner-
occupation, social renting, private renting or
the new housing initiatives) can only be suc-
cessful if it is sustained by a global housing
policy, identifying and linking the different
market niches to one another. In the absence
of a global perspective, poor and vulnerable
people will either remain trapped in poor-
quality and often expensive housing condi-
tions or they will do the rounds from one
insecure and/or bad solution to another. All
housing sectors have positive and negative
features. The policy challenge will be to
combine their different positive aspects (De
Decker, 1995; Lescrauwaet, 2000). For the
regional governments, the clear implication
is that suf� cient funding will need to be
made available to resolve the problems. For
the new housing initiatives, the need for inte-
gration implies respect for the historical out-
comes and outputs of the old partners,
especially the local social housing compa-
nies. For the old partners, there is a need to
accept that ‘the world’ and their own role
within it have changed. If each partner, be

they government, housing companies, new
housing initiatives or social welfare organis-
ation, remains stuck in its own ways, nothing
will change. So, if the constitutional right to
decent housing is an honest goal, partnership
working between the different actors will be
crucial for its realisation. And, to enable that
realisation, a legal and � nancial framework
set out by those who have taken political
responsibility will be an essential ingredient.

Notes

1. It is now approximately 20 years since the
Christian Democratic Party (CVP) provided
a housing minister. Nevertheless, the big his-
torical housing options remain intact.

2. A study in the province of Limburg concern-
ing the interrelationship between being
young and housing reports waiting periods
from 2 to 3 years (Borgerhoff et al., 1997).
The manager of the largest social housing
company in Ghent, a middle-sized city of
230 000 inhabitants in Flanders, stated that
he everyday receives 6 new application
while he can only offer 1 dwelling. The
average waiting time is 1.5 years, ranging
from 6 months to 4 years (Desomer, 1999).

3. Note that, by the end the of the 1980s, the
number of households on the waiting-lists
for public housing in Flanders increased to
75 430 (1 January 1987), for a stock of ap-
proximately 114 000 dwellings (1 January
1989) (Administratie voor Huisvesting,
1987). Due to ongoing changes in eligibility
rules, more recent � gures cannot be given.

4. New ‘target groups’ are asylum-seekers, pol-
itical refugees and persons and families who
are illegal in the country.

5. Articles in the popular press report—not for
the � rst time—the existence of letting stables
for refugees (see, for example, De Morgen, 5
November 1997).

6. Figures count for Flanders. The production
levels are even lower in Wallonia and the
Brussels Capital Region. So the general pic-
ture for Belgium will be even more grim.
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Gävle, June.

DECKER, P. DE (2001a) Jammed between housing
and property rights, European Journal of Hous-
ing Policy, (1), pp. 17–35.

DECKER, P. DE (2001b) Access to Housing: Work-
ing Together to Prevent Homelessness among
Disadvantaged and Vulnerable Groups. Brus-
sels: FEANTSA.

DECKER, P. DE and HARDOUIN-STEYAERT, G.
(1999) Support in Housing. Between Control
and Emancipation. Brussels: FEANTSA.

DECKER, P. DE and INSLEGHERS, G. (1996)
Jammed between housing and property rights:
Belgian private renting in perspective. Paper
prepared for the seminar, The Operation and
Regulation of the Privately Rented Sector in
Europe, Birmingham, November.

DECKER, P. DE and RAES, K. (1996) Access to
Housing, Processes of Exclusion and Tenure
(In)security in Belgium. Brussels: FEANTSA.

DECKER, P. DE and SERRIËN, L. (1997) Trends in
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Appendix. SRA Bruges: The First 10
Years

A Well Prepared Start
December 1984: The situation of the private
rental market is disastrous for a lot of people, as
a result of which they knock on the doors of the
care organisations. Some social workers join to-
gether to look for a solution.

March 1985: The initiative group asks the city of
Bruges to do something on the housing issue. The
city council agrees.

May 1985: The city council organises a work-
shop. A double action plan is proposed: regional
and national governments have to be made aware
and concrete solutions have to be developed.

February 1986: A second meeting takes place
with the city council, the local social service and
the two social housing companies. The initiative
proposes to instal a ‘social rental of� ce’. The city
council of Bruges agrees to participate.

The Foundation of The SRA
April 1986: The initiative group implements the
action plan: on 23 April the ‘Sociaal Verhuurkan-
toor Brugge vzw’ is founded. The SRA wil let
houses to clients of care organisations and report
housing problems to the governments.

November 1986: The SRA presents itself to the
care sector: 12 organisations become members of
SRAK Bruges.

Collection of Funds and Hiring Staff
December 1986–March 1987: Collection of start-
ing capital (150 000 fr) and the board applies for
a subsidised job project.

April 1987: First general meeting. Some experts
join the board.

The Advice Council
May 1987: The board organises a meeting with all
member organisations. The aim is to keep in
touch with the � eld workers.

Selection and Allocation
August 1987: Advice body and board set the
selection and allocation procedures.

Staff and First Dwellings
November 1987: The staff starts working. It is not

easy to rent a � rst house. The SRA is not known
very well and the rents and renovation costs are
high. In the end, a big building is rented to
accommodate the secretary and two � ats.

1988
By the end of 1988 the SRA houses 5 single
persons and 2 families in 4 houses. The applicants
are predominantly male singles between 22 and
27 years of age, who can pay at best a rent of
6000 fr.
The job project ends in October and cannot be
prolonged. The board takes over, in addition to
their normal job of daily management.
The SRA calls for the foundation of a Working
Group on Housing in Bruges

The Purchase of a First House
1989
The board ful� ls the daily work, lacking staff.
The number of houses in rent remains the same.
One house is (in co-operation) renovated.
Thanks to a donation, a � rst house can be bought.
The negotiations with the local social service in
order to provide a local discussion forum are
evolving well.

Progress
1990
After serious consideration of the � nancial impli-
cations, the board decides to hire a half-time
co-ordinator.
The board rents 2 houses (6 � ats) and buys a
second house. So the number of dwellings rises to
15.
The SVK releases a press note to the local
government with claims. The local social auth-
ority lances the discussion group ‘Housing’.

The Wonder Years
1991
The SRA receives a gift for the purchase and
renovation of houses. One house is renovated, one
is purchased and an option for a second purchase
is taken. By the end of the year, 35 persons have
been housed.
The SRA is ordered by the advice board to push
the start up of the discussion group ‘Housing’.
The political declaration of the Flemish govern-
ment states that SRAs will be recognised.

1992
A second donation. The SRA buys 2 houses and
rents 1 house (which needs renovation). These
donations hide the precarious � nancial situation
of the SRA. The rising number of tenants and
ongoing renovation costs do increase the working
costs. At the same time, more staff are needed.
The local social authority remains silent. Out of
the youth care programme, a ‘General Welfare
Conference on Housing in Bruges’ is established.
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Changes in Structure and Recognition
1993
The SRA owns 6 and leases 5 houses. The real
estate is regrouped into a new non-pro� t company
so that the management of the real estate is sepa-
rated from the letting activities.
A second full-time and another half-time person
join the staff.
During a conference, the claims are handed over
to the local authorities.
SRA Bruges becomes recognised for 3 years,
together with 8 other SRAs, by the Flemish
government.

1994
The demand for affordable housing increases. The
SVK buys, with the support of a parish, a one-
family house; 4 � ats are rented. So the SRA has
35 dwellings, of which 6 need serious renovation.
A half-time handy man is hired.

The city of Bruges resets its renovation grants and
the SVK gets an investment grant of 3 000 000
BEF.
The Flemish government accepts the � rst year
report and subsidises can continue.

1995
The SRA has 8 properties and 8 leases, together
offering 33 housing units. The rents are between
3000 and 7000 BEF.
The target becomes 50 dwelling units. Financial
resources are down, so purchasing has become
impossible. It is very dif� cult to � nd affordable
houses. The ‘good renting’ campaign starts.

1996
The 50 dwellings are in sight.

Source: SVK Brugge.
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