
 
Towards a Stronger Role of the 
Local Level in Social Housing: 
Innovative Housing Strategies of 
Local Governments in Germany 

 
German Contribution to the UNECE-Conference on Social Housing 
Vienna, November 28th-30rd, 2004 
 
Christian Schlosser 
Unit SW31 - Housing Assistance Policy (Housing Allowances, Rent and Home Ownership 
Policy), German Federal Ministry for Transport, Urban Development and Housing 

 
 
1. Background: The Recent Reform of Social Housing in Germany  
Social Housing as a collaborative effort between the Federal Government and the Federal 
States (Bundesländer) has a long tradition in Germany. Between 1950 and 2001 construction 
of 8.75 million housing units was supported in West Germany with 5.5 million in the rental 
sector. With the objective to enable adequate housing for „broad sectors of the population“, 
social housing policy during the post-war period was targeted towards low- and medium 
income groups. More than 60 % of the population were entitled to apply for a social dwelling. 

To understand Social Housing in Germany, it is important to be aware of its specific role. 
Compared to other European nations, the overall share of social housing units in Germany has 
always been much smaller. Together with free municipal housing, social housing amounts to 
about 10 % of the total housing stock. Yet characteristic for Germany is the existence of a 
strong private rental market with a broad range of qualities and prices that provides extensive 
affordable housing options. Together with effective legal tenant protection and assistance for 
low- and medium income groups by housing allowances, the private rental market offers 
favorable housing opportunities enabling it to serve similar purposes as social housing does in 
other countries. This specific situation is the result of a variety of general policy instruments 
that support both supply and demand for housing. Besides housing allowances, there are tax 
incentives for rental housing investments as well as general, income-related social assistance 
instruments. 

In recent years, the character of German housing markets in general and the rental sector in 
particular substantially changed. While for many years shortages and high rents dominated the 
picture, the last decade has witnessed a trend towards a surplus of housing units in most 
regions, resulting in stable or declining rents. At present, a wide range of affordable housing 
options is available in the private rental sector. Consequently, public investment in social 
housing has been substantially reduced since the late 1990s. As a result, the number of social 
housing units available is continuously declining, because their availability is not based on 
direct public provision but on contractual arrangements between the public sector and private 
investors with limitation duration. 

The reform of Social Housing enacted in 2002 responded to these changing conditions. The 
focus of social housing policy is now specifically on providing housing opportunities for 
vulnerable groups of society such as residents with low-income or with problems to access 
adequate housing for other reasons. Today only about 35 % of all residents are entitled to get 
a social flat. Additionally, emphasis of the program was shifted from expanding quantitative 
supply through supporting the construction of new units to utilizing the existing housing stock. 
Another new objective of Social Housing is social sustainability by maintaining the social 
viability of urban neighborhoods.  



The reform also strengthened the position of local governments. First, the practice of some 
local governments to enter contractual arrangements with housing corporations to address 
housing needs of vulnerable groups was incorporated into Social Housing Legislation. In 
addition, the instrument “Local Housing Strategies” (“Wohnraumversorgungskonzepte”) was 
created. The objective of Local Housing Strategies is to provide the basis for a supply of 
adequate and affordable housing and maintain social sustainability in neighborhoods. The 
states have the right to require them as a precondition for social housing grants.  
Therefore, while the role of Social Housing in the future will be smaller in quantitative terms, it 
will still play an important role for housing policy and for meeting the needs of vulnerable social 
groups.  

 

2. Current Initiatives by Federal States and Local Governments to Apply Local Housing 
Strategies 
So far, several local governments have developed Local Housing Strategies. In addition, some 
Federal states such as Schleswig-Holstein and Hessen encourage local governments to apply 
this new instrument, but currently it is not a mandatory requirement in any state. 

Regardless the availability of this new tool in the context of social housing, several German 
cities in the past have undertaken general conceptual efforts in local housing policy that serve 
similar purposes. The first example are the 270 urban development strategies produced in 
East German cities in connection with the Program “Urban Redevelopment East” (Stadtumbau 
Ost). There is also a number of major cities in West Germany (e.g. Dortmund, Hanover, 
Nuremberg or Munich) that for a long time drafted local housing action plans on the basis of 
local housing market monitoring systems and efforts in comprehensive urban planning. These 
experiences have the potential to serve as best practices for implementing the concept of 
Local Housing Strategies according to the Social Housing Program. On a wider scale, they are 
able to demonstrate how local governments can adopt a stronger role in social housing policy.  

Through their active role these cities provide positive examples how to respond to the 
structural changes on Germany’s housing markets. By crafting housing policy responses to 
suburbanization and social disintegration, they foster efficient use of local resources and help 
to maintain viable cities in general. With this intention, these efforts can be regarded as an 
essential element in local attempts to work towards social, economic and ecological 
sustainability and they might be able to provide inspiration for other European communities. 
 

3. The Examples of Dortmund, Hanover, Munich and Nuremberg 
The City of Dortmund has long been active in local housing policy with a particular focus on 
maintaining social cohesion and diversity by providing opportunities for young families to 
acquire home ownership. With changing priorities in land and housing policy implemented in 
recent years, Dortmund has managed to halt the trend of middle-class families migrating to 
suburban communities. Key element of this strategy was a proactive provision of developable 
land for housing. In addition, the city encouraged land and cost-saving building techniques.  

Its recent “Master Plan Housing 2004”, which incorporates the views of representatives from 
local politics and administration, the local university and housing corporations, serves as 
guidance for local housing policy in the next 10 to 15 years. It aims to support structural 
change, to move the housing market towards higher quality and favorable conditions for home 
ownership and to strengthen the attractiveness of Dortmund as a place to live.  
 

In Hanover, the local housing market at present times is balanced with a tendency towards a 
surplus. The focus of local housing policy in recent years has been on structural efforts. 
Observing increasing social polarization in and between neighborhoods, conflict resolution is 
viewed as a vital tool to maintain social cohesion. To house vulnerable social groups, 
contractual arrangements with housing corporations are set up. Furthermore, the city actively 
attempts to prevent and reduce homelessness. For housing policy in general, the priority in the 



future will be to enhance housing quality and to improve physical and functional conditions in 
urban neighborhoods.  
 
The situation in the City of Munich is different from most other regions in Germany. Reflecting 
its economic prosperity, Munich is characterized by a tight housing market with the highest 
rents and land prices among all German cities. A major factor is the increasing demand for 
housing space per capita. While the present number of residents is only slightly higher than in 
1970, the number of housing units has increased by 250.000.  
The key instrument of the city’s housing policy are its “housing action programs”. In its third, 
most recent program from 2001 (Handlungsprogramm Wohnen in München III), it set an 
objective of 1800 publicly subsidized housing units per year. In 2002 and 2003, this figure was 
almost achieved. Currently half of all dwellings finished in Munich fall in the publicly-subsidized 
sector. During the 1990s, the city doubled the annual number of building permits for housing. 
On the other hand, Munich also faces several challenges. First, there is a lacking willingness of 
private investors in engage in housing. Despite a large number of building permits in the 
pipeline, the number of housing units constructed in the private sector is falling. At the same 
time, the number of social housing units available right now is half of what it was in 1980. 
 
The City of Nuremberg’s current housing strategy focuses on combating suburban out-
migration by a proactive strategy of supplying land for housing developments for young 
families as well as urban renewal. As other cities, Nuremberg in the past has been faced with 
the problem of old industries, population decline and out-migration to suburban areas. With a 
new housing approach implemented in the late 1990s, the city was able to reverse some of 
these negative trends. Complementing existing funding from the Federal and state level, a new 
housing promotion program was set up in cooperation with the state of Bavaria. This program 
covered both new construction and physical upgrades of inner-city neighborhoods.  
Specific focus was given to promoting home ownership. In addition to Federal and state 
programs, the city implemented its own initiative. At the same time, there was a new city 
program “making old building fit”. Overall, response from citizens to these initiatives was highly 
positive and it demonstrated that there is indeed a strong demand for urban living and 
homeownership in core cities. 
 
4. Outlook 
The German Federal Government as well as several state and local governments have a 
strong interest in a more widespread application of Local Housing Strategies. 

The Federal Ministry for Transport, Building and Housing is currently initiating a research 
project with the intention to get an overview over the range of different Local Housing 
Strategies developed in Germany so far. The scope includes both strategies that are in 
accordance with the social housing program and general conceptual approaches.  

A specific intention of the research project is to actively facilitate knowledge transfer between 
local governments and dissemination of best practices in relation to the concept of Local 
Housing Strategies. The hope is that this process helps cities and towns to adopt a stronger 
role in social housing policy. 


