
International 
examples of 
Affordable 
Housing 
3rd July 2018



1

Vienna, Austria

Vienna has kept housing affordable for a century through the city owning much of the land, and using 
municipal developments to keep the costs of renting down. Austria has a strong tradition of supply-side 
housing subsidies aimed primarily at single-family housing as well as the multi-story sector through the 
effective Limited-Profit Housing Associations (LPHA) . This is founded upon a strong tradition of renting 
carried over from the ‘Red Vienna’ period of the 1920’s (80% of the population today rents, with more than 
half of the population living in government owned social housing). This social tradition is still being pursued, 
however pressure on house prices is increasing as City expansion has to begin acquiring private land, and 
population growth is placing pressure on the remaining housing stock.

Summary

 ■ There are 220,000 municipal housing units, as 
well as further 200,000 subsidised housing units 
today

 ■ The city aims to produce 10,000 additional 
housing units annually to match expected 
population growth

 ■ In 2013, a transport-oriented development 
scheme called Aspern Seestadt led to 10,500 
affordable and high quality residential units

 ■ In 2016, there were 18,000 funded residential 
units with a total investment volume of 1.3 billion 
euros and around 720 million euros from the 
City of Vienna

 ■ In 2018, 13 property developer competitions 
with over 11,000 residential units each are in 
progress through the new ‘Housing Offensive’ 
strategy

 ■ Vienna has largely avoided house price inflation, 
with housing cost remaining around 25% of 
income.

Housing todayLessons for the commission

 ■ Decentralising housing policies to municipalities 
allows for flexibility and control over managing 
the housing market and maintaining 
affordability

 ■ A focus on supply-side subsidisation has kept 
Austria’s expenditure on social-housing by 
percentage of GDP lower than the UK and many 
other EU countries, with demand-side subsidies 
helping only the lowest income families.

 ■ The City owned development corporation 
Wohnsfond Wien allows for strategic land-
pooling and quality-control of developments, 
and is already an approach the GLA are 
considering

 ■ Transport oriented development exemplified 
in Aspern Seestadt is a great example of the 
benefits to be found in such a strategy.

 ■ The “Mietermitbestimmungsstatut” policy 
(tenant’s participation statute) gives a sense of 
ownership to LPHA tenants of their surrounding 
space creating unique, relational spaces as well 
as making maintenance more cost-effective.

Comparitive chart (in progress)Snapshot

Population:   1.7 million
City type:   Capital
Key strategy:  Supply-side subsidies
Key stats:  ■ 80% population rent

 ■ 25% social housing

Core case study
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Social housing
The city of Vienna is Austria’s largest homeowner 
with 220,000 rental apartments. The financing of 
social housing, both in the rental sector and in the 
subsidised owner-occupied and single-family housing 
sector, is based on contributions form national taxes 
and from the regional budget. The national tax 
revenues are distributed to the nine provinces based 
upon a complex financial agreement, with Vienna 
receiving 450 million euros each year for housing 
purposes giving it a 600 million euro budget (equal to 
London, despite a population 8 times smaller). Even 
despite several cuts like seen across Europe within 
this sector, it still provides a strong base for social 
housing programmes which would not be possible 
under a market-oriented policy. The total expenditure 
on social-housing as a proportion of GDP (0.16%) 
is significantly less than countries that focus on 
demand side subsidies such as the UK (1.41%). 

Limited-profit housing associations, 
rent caps and supply side subsidies
 
The majority of the remaining housing besides 
social housing is carried out by limited-profit housing 
associations upon varying legal arrangements 
(composed of 650,000 homes). These associations 
are ruled by the national Limited-Profit Housing Act 
which regulates how they should perform, requiring 
them to reinvest the profit they make through 
rental income, as well as enforcing legally binding 
thresholds for the rent they can collect from tenants 
(around 4.50 euros /m2).  

Additionally, to reduce financing costs for new-builds 
developers ask for a down-payment by prospective 
residents that is capped at 12.5% of total construction 
costs. These contributions are refunded with interest 
to the tenant when they move out, and low-income 
households receive low-interest public loans to do 
so or are sometimes fully exempt from the down-
payments.

Municipal development corporations 
and transport-oriented development

There is a city owned development agency which 
acquires land and assigns sites to developers (the 
Wohnsfond Wien). Most of this new housing has 
been provided through redeveloping brownfield sites 
such as railway yards or infill buildings. For example, 
The City took the lead in promoting a number of 
high quality schemes around the stations, such as 
the Nordbanhof development (see below). A similar 
approach is currently being considered by the 
Greater London Assembly.

Participatory processes and balanced 
neighbourhoods

A good example of a well-functioning policy is the 
partnership between social landlords and residents, 
being the “Mietermitbestimmungsstatut” (tenant’s 
participation statute) of the Vienna municipality, 
ruling the terms of cooperation between the City of 
Vienna and its around 220,000 tenants. Established 
in 2000 and renewed in 2015, it ensures tenants 
participation rights in regard to maintenance costs, 
erection and maintenance of elevators, common 
utilities and housing management, allowing them 
control over their living environment and ensuring a 
sense of ownership.

Balanced neighbourhoods and social cohesion is 
also pursued through the Wohnsfond Wien policy 
that ensures the mixed tenure of housing blocks, 
with the aim of maintaining an urban social balance 
giving Vienna some of the lowest levels of social 
unrest in the EU.

Cultivated Community greenspaCe in aspen seestadt (left) 
soCial-housing estate in alt-erlaa (right)
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Accessibility

 ■ 25% of Vienna’s housing stock is social, which 
caters primarily for low-income residents

 ■ An additional 25% of the housing stock are 
public-private develpments that require 50% of 
the units to be for low-income residents, and 
rents for this groups are capped at 20-25% of 
family income.

 ■ 2 years of residence in Vienna is required to 
access this subsidised housing. You have to 
be at least 18 years old and have Austrian 
citizenship, EU citizenship or refugee status.

 ■ Policy sets fixed proportions housing to be 
designated for low income residents, refugees 
and students. Since 5000 units are built 
annually, waiting lists are relatively short.

Nordbhanhof: 
Redevelopment in an old goods yard

The City has taken the lead in developing schemes around stations, with the main station comprised of 100ha 
being redeveloped to home 13,000 homes and create 17,000 jobs. Nordbhanhof, the Northern railway station 
began development in 1994 set for completion by 2030, and will home 20,000 along with a similar number 
of jobs centred around a large well landscaped park with play facilities for children. Like Aspern Seestadt the 
blocks are diverse, and tend to have commercial space on the ground floor, four floors of social housing, and 
two that are privately owned.

apartments in nordbhanhoff vibrant landsCaping between the residential apartments

Drawbacks

 ■ Municipality may have procured high levels of 
debt through the majority ownership of land and 
the subsequent risk entailed, as well as pursuing 
policy of mixed tenure.

 ■ With a growing student population (200,000 
currently) and some immigration (21% of 
population born abroad), Vienna may be facing 
major challenges in the future in keeping 
housing affordable as demand continues to 
rise.

 ■ They are now facing the challenge of developing 
privately owned land – and land value taxation is 
subject of political debate

 ■ There could be resistance to expansion from 
the strong Right Wing parties in the surrounding 
countryside, which suggests there may be 
similarities with the situation in London.
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Aspern Seestadt:  
A new community on an old airport

Vienna’s U2 underground line has been rapidly extended by 4.5km over the past decade making way for 
the new Aspern Seestadt development 25 minutes by train from the city-centre. Planned on a 240ha former 
airfield, and launched from a developer competition in 2005, it aims to home 20,000 people (in 10,500 homes) 
and began construction in 2013 following the completion of the U2 line set to be complete in 2020. Residents 
began moving in 18 months later with a delivery late of 900 homes a year, and businesses including start-
ups and research institutes have already set up shop. The density is medium-rise averaging six floors, and 
the buildings are varied with imaginative landscaping in-between with a strong town-country emphasis. This 
has made it popular amongst young-families. Aspern Seestadt is a strong example of the strengths behind 
transport oriented development, as well as the quality of construction the Vienna model provide whilst still 
maintaining affordability and connectivity.

the aspen vision green spaCes between the buildings provide plenty of 
spaCe for Children and Communities

medium rise modern apartments mixed use and tenanCy buildings on aspen high street
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Singapore
Comparitive chart (in progress)Snapshot

Population:   5.6 million
City type:   City State
Key strategy:  State land ownership and   
    development
Key stats:

With 80% of the population currently living in publicly governed and developed housing, and house prices so 
far remaining relatively stable in comparison to international standards, the small city state of Singapore has 
been highly praised for the way it has promoted housing for all through state leadership in the land market. 
The success of Singapore’s policy is attributed to the joint efforts of the unique governance structure of the 
Housing and Development Board (HDB), the implementation of the Land Acquisition Act, and the funding 
mechanism of the Central Provident Fund (CPF) which will be explored in this case study.

In an interesting comparison to Vienna, which has similarly high rates of public housing provision that are 
exclusively rented, 95% of Singapore’s public housing is owner-occupied. This has proved successful in 
terms of national stability, but poses questions in regard to future house-price sustainability, as well as its 
long-term accessibility to lower-income and younger demographics.

Summary

 ■ 80% social housing
 ■ 1m housing units built 

since 1961 housing 90% 
of population

highrise hdb 
housing fills 
singapore’s 
skyline housing 
90% of the City

Core case study
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 ■ A strong example for policy mechanisms that 
allow for public housing to be delivered on a 
large scale when adequate powers and funding 
are granted to public development agencies.

 ■ The creation of an Additional Buyer’s Stamp 
Duty of 15% for foreign home-buyers shows 
how house price inflation can be managed 
through its reinvestment as a housing 
subsidy.

 ■ The government introduced a number of 
‘property market cooling measures’ in response 
to the global financial crisis of 2008. These have 
successfully served to moderate demand for 
residential properties while increasing supply 
by, for example, curbing speculative buying, 
preventing overborrowing and releasing land for 
private development.

 ■ In comparison with the UK, there is little stigma 
associated with living in high rise public flats. 
This could be due in part to the focus on 
encouraging mixed-income neighbourhoods 
as well as providing vibrant mixed-use 
developments, which are close to good public 
transport links. Each block is immaculately 
maintained, and estates benefit from landscape 
upgrading projects regardless of age.  

 ■ Although inspiration can certainly be drawn, 
Singapore’s housing market developed within 
a unique political and economic context at a 
specific moment in history, which may not be 
directly applicable to the UK.

Lessons for the commission

After Singapore gained independence in 1965, the 
government had a pressing need for an adequate 
supply of land to carry out its developmental projects. 
The Land Acquisition Act is similar to but more 
powerful than the UK’s CPO powers and allowed 
for the compulsory purchase of land for public 
development at a regulated price The act was based 
on two broad principles enunciated by the Prime 
Minster at the time, Lee Kuan Yew, which stated that: 

I. No private land-owner should benefit from 
development at public expenses;

II. The price paid on acquisition for public purposes 
should not be higher than what the land would 
have been worth had the Government not 
contemplated development generally in the 
area.

By 2002, the government owned 90% of the land, 
making the rate of subsidised housing delivery by 
the HDB possible.

Land Acquisition Act

singapore is still developing rapidly (top right), with development Competitions bringing in global talent suCh as oma 
arChiteCts winning design ‘the interlaCe’ (top left)
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Low-income subsidies

In 2006, the Additional CPF Housing Grant Scheme 
of up to S$80,000 (£44,000) was introduced to help 
lower income families own their first homes. The 
eligibility of such a grant varies depending on age 
(35+ being the common requirement), relationship 
status (couples being prioritised), employment status 
(fixed employment for over a year is necessary), 
and household income (must be below S$40,000 
(£22,000).

Family housing

In 2013, ‘3-Generation’ flats were launched to cater 
to multi-generation families who want to live under 
1 roof. Each one of these flats features 4 bedrooms 
and 3 bathrooms (2 en-suites), with an internal floor 
area of about 115 square metres.

The Proximity Housing Grant (PHG) was also 
introduced in 2015 to help families buy a resale flat 
to live with or close to each other for mutual care 
and support. Following changes to the policy in 
2018, families and singles can now receive grants of 
S$20,000 and S$10,000  respectively, by purchasing 
a resale flat with or within 4km of their parent’s/ 
children’s home.

Elderly housing

To tackle the demands of an aging population, a 
quota-based Senior Priority Scheme was introduced 
to allow the elderly to live in central and familiar 
environments, whilst still having access to the 
necessary care.

Accessibility

 ■ The pension scheme hinged upon home-
ownership requires public house prices to 
exceed inflation and the rising costs of living. 
However, this has to be balanced with managing 
affordability for new buyers resulting in a 
political balancing act that threatens future 
sustainability.

 ■ Land shortages are resulting in a geographical 
gradation of citizenship, where lower-income 
households are beginning to be pushed to 
lesser options on the edges of the island, unable 
to fulfil the national aspirations promised.

Drawbacks

The HDB-CPF framework was established in the 
1960’s, and has transformed the urban form of 
Singapore with more than one million high-rise 
housing units being built since 1961 accommodating 
90% of the population, and still operates today.

Residents satisfying certain criteria for income and 
asset ownership are able to buy flats under a 99-year 
non-renewable lease at a subsidised price. After a 
certain period of time these flats can be sold at a 
regulated price, and a second usually larger home 
can be bought, again being subsidised. A third move 
would have to be a privately developed flat, usually 
reserved for the top band of earners.

Residents are able to borrow from their own CPF 
account (a compulsory individual saving scheme 
linked with their employment), to help purchase 
these apartments, with the idea being that such 
investments would fund the individuals pension after 
retirement.

The HBD’s market cooling measures have been 
among the most successful at a global level, made 
possible by an Additional Buyer’s Stamp Duty of 15% 
having to be paid by foreign buyers, and Singapore’s 
permanent residents are levied an additional 5% 
for their first property and 10% for their second 
and subsequent properties. Revenue generated by 
this tax goes towards the 7% of national GDP that 
subsidises HDB housing.

HDB and CPF framework

a perCentage of inner-City housing is prioritised for the 
elderly, resulting in mixed-generation Community life
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bedok area in the east of singapore is a Common example of a hdb development. all estates are situated within a 10 
minute walk of bedok mrt station, whiCh will get you to the Cbd in 30 minutes, and to the loCal business distriCt in 
10. the area houses a Community gardening plot (top left), an aCtive and mixed generational CiviC spaCe (top right), and 
landsCaped greenery and playgrounds within eaCh Coutryard (bottom).
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Danish Cities
Comparitive chart (in progress)Snapshot

Population:   
City type:   
Key strategy:  
Key stats:

Denmark’s capital of Copenhagen has been transformed since 1980, when unemployment was 17.5% and 
many sites were vacant to become one of the world’s most attractive cities in which to live and work. The 
Copenhagen City and Port Development Company merged all public-sector land in one body with the aim 
of funding the construction of the city’s first Metro Line to the airport, and similar approaches are used 
elsewhere. The Ørestad Development Corporation was set up in 1992, and the finance was raised against 
the prospective value of the land when developed. While all Scandinavian countries have superlative welfare 
systems, funded through higher tax levies, Denmark is notable for the use of cooperatives to keep costs 
down and ensure residents are fully engaged. 

Summary

Core case study

 ■ Strategic housing sites keep development 
affordable

 ■ Benefits to the public realm when tenants 
are engaged in management such as 
cooperatives

 ■ Using Public Asset Corporations to pool land 
that are publicly owned but privately managed is 
cost and time effective

 ■ Capturing the uplift in land values from 
development can be used to fund 
infrastructure

 ■ Land value taxation can work, and helps 
mobilise under-used land.

Lessons for the commission

 ■ One fifth of the population live in affordable 
housing

 ■ 53% of homes are privately owned and 20% 
privately rented

 ■ In Copenhagen 25% of all new housing is 
required to be affordable, of which a third is 
allocated to the most vulnerable and run as 
social housing

 ■ The average unit size is 70m2 and the monthly 
rentals are 1,410 euros for market housing, 
670 for affordable, and 400-535 for social 
housing.

 ■ The maximum price for affordable housing is set 
at 3,200 euros m2, which keeps costs down

 ■ A National Building Fund provides a long-term 
loan repaid at the end of 30-40 years and 
interest rates are set at 3%.

Housing today
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Affordable housing

Denmark has prioritised building well-insulated and 
spacious homes for decades, but a recent change 
has been a return to living in central areas. This 
has been helped by the greater use of cooperatives 
(see below), and excellent and safe facilities for 
cycling. As a general rule housing developments are 
expected to provide 25% of affordable units to avoid 
the polarisation that happened in past developments 
on the edge of the city. 

Housing cooperatives

The idea of co-housing, which was pioneered in 
Denmark, enables groups of people to own their 
individual homes but share common facilities, 
such as eating together on a regular basis. This 
particularly appeals to young families, but also to 
older people who want to avoid living on their own. 
Neighbourhood associations run common gardens, 
in one case serving 200 units in two blocks. 

Shared spaces help newcomers to integrate and 
bring people together in places of calm and beauty – 
what the Danes call Hygge, which is essentially about 
sharing cakes and coffee. The cooperative process is 
helped by grants from the city councils. Coops have 
been common in Denmark, possibly as many as 40% 
of housing units in parts of Copenhagen, but some 
are being broken up as people want to buy their own 
homes. The government has also been encouraging 
them to become more commercial (which may 
conflict with the prevailing ‘green’ principles of many 
groups).

Tenant engagement

Residents are encouraged to get involved to keep 
costs down, and also to acquire skills that will enable 
them to get better jobs. One theme in recent years 
has been bringing nature into town and creating 
balanced communities so people can spend less 
time travelling to work, and so give more time 
to their families or hobbies. As an example, one 
housing association called Ringgarden in Aarhus is 
committed to ‘creating a balance between man and 
nature’. 

Land value uplift

One secret of Denmark’s success lies in the way 
the state has controlled land with a land value 
tax since 1924 based on the market price of land, 
revalued every two years. Land tax is payable to the 
local authority and county based on a thousandth 
share of the value of the land. The tax goes first to 
the government, and supplements the income tax, 

which is then returned to the municipality based on 
a formula (as in Sweden). The result is a much fairer 
society in which natural resources are used more 
carefully (though problems are starting to rise as 
developers bid up the price of land).

Public asset corporations

A number of cities, such as Copenhagen and 
Hamburg, use a hybrid model for financing urban 
development and infrastructure that relies on pooling 
public land assets. Access to cheap finance is critical 
to developing sites rapidly and in ways that meet 
community needs. By having a board made up of 
business representatives and government officials 
and local politicians, the corporation is able to take a 
long-term view, and invest in projects that the private 
sector would find too risky. Significantly after starting 
with port owned land (as in London Docklands), the 
same management body went on to develop other 
sites. 

Accessibility

 ■ Social housing is prioritised first and foremost 
for young students, the elderly, the disabled, 
single parents, refugees, and residents in need 
of rehousing because of urban renewal. Besides 
from this it is first come first serve. However 
recently new polisy has allowed students 
and the employed can skip the waiting list for 
vunlerable social housing blocks in order to 
prevent the formation of pockets of poverty.

 ■ It costs £22 to sign up for a social housing 
waiting list, and £20 a year to maintain your 
place. On this waiting list you can sign up to 
your estate of choice from across the country.

 ■ During the refugee crisis of 2016 particular 
efforts were placed on housing the influx, and 
large government subsidies were brought 
in to produce a large volume of new social 
housing.

Drawbacks

 ■ The cost of each social housing unit is tied to 
the original building cost which is usually much 
lower in older 60’s and 70’s buildings, and 
higher in new builds. This has put pressure and 
waiting lists on the older social housing stock 
which is usually better located.
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Ørestad: a new town that recycles land value

The Ørestad Development Corporation was set up as a partnership between national government (owning 
55%) and the city government of Copenhagen (with 45%). It was originally seen as a way of coming to the 
City’s rescue. The national government provided the land, which had been used by the military, while the City 
altered the permitted uses from protected heathland to commercial, education, retail and housing purposes. 
The Danish equivalent of the British Green Belt is the ‘Finger Plan’, and Ørestad created another finger.

The development started with building the Metro line with six stops in Ørestad, and there are four districts. 
Developers are allocated enough land to build 120-150 units. Social housing corporations developed some 
of the buildings, which are said to be indistinguishable to look at from the private ones, some of which are 
very iconic. When completed in 2025 the town is expected to house 20,000 residents, and it already boasts 
the largest shopping centre, linked to Malmo in Sweden by the Oresund Bridge. As about 70% use public 
transport to get to work, the need for parking was halved.

an award winning residential housing plot by big in Ørestad new town (top left). the danish ‘finger plan’ akin to the 
uk green belt (bottom left). CyCling between Ørestad and Copenhagen is made easy by high quality infrastruCture.
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Aarhus: a sustainable urban extension

Aarhus is Denmark’s second largest city, with one of its most popular universities. People are encouraged 
to come and live in the city, and anyone is free to register with housing associations, who manage 45,000 
properties. Students and those working for the municipality get priority, along with certain other groups. Hence 
renting is not stigmatised, though some of the older social housing schemes are having to be refashioned. 
The rules provide considerable freedom, for example in passing tenancies on, and enable residents to get 
involved. 

Housing associations are supported in developing new housing by the Municipality acquiring land on the edge 
of the city, and then making serviced sites available. The sites are divided into both large and small plots, 
which makes it possible for households or cooperative groups to develop their own homes. The municipality’s 
web site makes it very easy to see what land is available.

The Expropriation Law allows the state to acquire land in the public interest, such as for roads, schools and 
playing fields at existing use value. and leases it back to the farmers until it is required. The creative role of 
Aarhus was most evident in the way that housing and offices have been developed overlooking the Harbour. 
The City took over the land from the Port (which it already owned) at a negotiated price. It then drew up the 
masterplan, and prepared the land so it could be developed as a series of parcels, benefitting from the views 
over the water. 

Cooperative Community gardens (top left), pedestrianised high streets (top right), and the aarhus skyline (bottom).
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Rotterdam, Netherlands

an opzoomeren street party a deCade later in 2017, still 
going strong

an opzoomeren street party in 1997

The major port of Rotterdam – the second city of the Netherlands – has long been a home for migrants from 
around the world. As of late, the recent rise in temporary forms of migration alongside the ongoing European 
refugee crisis has presented new challenges to the Netherland’s integration policies, akin to current debates 
across the UK. Rotterdam’s particular rich past with such issues has made it a leader in such areas however, 
with the Opzoomeren policy providing a successful model for community integration.

Overview

The name Opzoomer refers to a street in Rotterdam where citizens had self-organised in tangible way to 
improve their living environment, and which inspired the birth of the city wide Opzoomeren policy. The core 
aim of the policy was to replicate the success of Opzoomer street to improve the quality of social relations in 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods across Rotterdam and to promote citizen’s initiatives in the voluntary sector. 

This usually took the form of community street clean-ups, sports activities and festivals, however initiatives 
can often be more specialised such as community Dutch language lessons for new migrants. The initiatives 
are first started by the community, and if successful the Rotterdam Municipality will provide additional funding 
and support, as well as bringing the framework for the project to elsewhere in the city. This proved a highly 
effective strategy in bridging the cultural gaps between different ethnic communities, socio-economic classes 
and age groups, and the initiative now operates on over 1,600 streets in Rotterdam today. Initially being 
supported by the local authority, the policy has now spread beyond Rotterdam and is subsidised across the 
Netherlands through national policy.

The ‘Opzoomeren’ policy

Comparitive chart (in progress)Snapshot

Population:   623k
City type:   Second city
Key strategy:  Social cohesion
Key stats:  45% residents foreign   
    born

Vignette
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Almere is a new town in the Flevoland province of the Netherlands initially born to house the growing population 
of Amsterdam following WWII. The first house was finished in 1976, and the city now has a population of 
200,000 (similar to Milton Keynes which began construction a decade earlier), and aims to produce 60,000 
more alongside 100,000 jobs by 2030. The cities strategy was hinged upon a new policy framework for self-
building, and has been internationally recognised as a self-building model.

Self- and custom-housebuilding has become more prominent as one of the ways to address the UK’s 
housing shortage, with the Self-build and Custom Housebuilding Act (2015) and the Housing and Planning 
Act (2016) requiring local authorities to keep a register of local self-builders and grant sufficient development 
permissions to them. Almere New Town shows how the UK could improve the affordability and sustainability 
of homes, as well as opening up the housebuilding market to greater competitiveness by embracing self-
building development frameworks.

Overview

housing is varied and of a high quality Communities Can integrate their living spaCes adding to 
soCial Cohesion

Almere, Netherlands

Almere was built on council land, which made the aim of providing affordable housing for low-income 
households of €20,000 (£14,500) a year far more feasible. The area was first master-planned by the local 
council and split up into different districts for different demographics (sustainable, terraced, lower-income for 
example). The local authorities then installed the infrastructure and services, and each plot was sold at a 
fixed m2 rate and came with a “passport” which contained a list of restrictions for the self-builders adhering 
to planning regulations. These regulations dictated building height, style, relation to surrounding plots, and 
materials, however a great deal of creativity and choice was still left to each resident allowing houses to be 
tailored to their specific needs and family size. This has the large benefit in delivering adaptable and diverse 
communities at lower costs that residents are proud of, however there can be some pitfalls such as longer 
and more sporadic building times.

The self-building framework

Comparitive chart (in progress)Snapshot

Population:   196k
City type:   New town
Key strategy:  Self-building
Key stats:  Average cost of £50,000   
    to build a 40m2 apartment

Vignette
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Bilbao is a former ship building town in the mountainous Basque region of Northern Spain. As the tenth 
largest Spanish city with a population of one million (300,000 in the area covered by the City council) it has 
similarities with Newcastle and Gateshead or Swansea. When the shipyards lost out to foreign competitors, 
unemployment rose to 30%, and dereliction abounded. In 1983 floods added to the problems of Basque 
terrorism. So the city’s much acclaimed revival is truly remarkable, and is about much more than the 
Guggenheim museum, which was the cherry on the cake (and paid for itself in four years). 

In 1990 the City adopted a new model or industrial strategy, (apparently advised by British consultants) of 
Bilbao Rio 2000. The estuary was to be the backbone. This has been connected up by a three line metro 
designed by Calatrava and with stations by Norman Foster. Brownfield land was to be reused by taking over 
shipyards unable to pay their property taxes. The city sought to avoid getting into debt. It was to benefit 
from the revival of industry in the Basque region through the application of new technology, assisted by the 
cooperative organisation of Mondragon.

Overview

housing is varied and of a high quality Communities Can integrate their living spaCes adding to 
soCial Cohesion

Bilbao, Spain

The population has fallen, in part because women are going out to work longer in the Northern part of Spain, 
but new housing is needed to cope with changing demographics and the demand for smaller units. So they 
are building 700 units a year, mainly for owner occupation. The Lei Maturana was introduced in 1994 which 
requires that 75% of new housing has to be affordable or social. The price of affordable housing is set at 
150,000 Euros, against an average income of 15-25,000, or about seven times average earnings. 

The relocation of the port has released a lot of land near the centre in a city bounded by steep hills on both 
sides of the river. Land for development is taken over by a state-owned land management company, which is 
a public-private partnership in which the city council owns 25%. The leading role played by the public sector 
has helped Bilbao avoid the over-supply of speculative housing which has afflicted other Spanish cities. One 
of the largest current developments is on land created by covering over the main railway station to remove a 
barrier. Half of the 5,500 new flats are to be social, plus a university. The masterplan is by Zaha Hadid. 

The self-building framework

Comparitive chart (in progress)Snapshot

Population:   1m
City type:   Former ship-building port
Key strategy:  Affordable housing
Key stats:  Affordable set at £130k:   
    (7x average earnings)

Vignette


