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REPORT

Going beyond people’s rights to provide effective access to housing

At the Istanbul Conference, the member States of the UN published in 1996 a joint declaration in which “they subscribed to the universal objectives which consist of guaranteeing suitable housing for everybody”. They thereby decided on an action programme.

Many believe that the conclusions which may be drawn from it five years later are mitigated. It is not certain that the situation of the poorest people in particular has improved, in terms of access to housing, for example. The situation of some would even appear to have deteriorated.

Thus more than a billion people throughout the world, both in rural and urban zones, are still deprived of suitable housing and the minimum elements of comfort required for such housing to be described as decent: they have no access to drinking water, not to mention access to safe housing and safety within the home (electrical installations, fire protection norms, anti-cyclone and anti-earthquake precautions, etc.); how is it possible to conceive of these people having a place in their village, their neighbourhood or their town, when no urban services are within their reach and their housing conditions prevent them from acting with dignity as citizens.

This report has therefore been drawn up by those who, with the aim of maintaining, creating or developing policies for affordable housing, would like there to be State intervention which will lead to people exercising their right to housing at worldwide level.

It points out that merely affirming principles, however generous they may be, is not enough to carry out truly active policies in favour of affordable housing for all those who need it. And that the States themselves must be given the necessary resources for this, for as long as needed, because they alone owe this right to every citizen, even if they call upon other players (specialist players and local partners in particular) to define and implement this vital objective.

Investment in housing should not be considered a merely social expense, a necessary evil for stabilising societies. On the contrary, it is one of the fundamental elements of a strategy of durable economic development and fulfilment, the fight against unemployment and the promotion of successful professional and social reinstatement for the most underprivileged sections of the population, of limiting the economic and social costs of developing a precarious or deskilled habitat, of stable growth of urban and rural zones, of protection of the quality of the environment and the exercising of citizenship, etc. In short, it is a factor of economic and social progress and the responsibility for implementing it lies with the States, if the market alone cannot achieve this objective.

I- 
The elements of the report
During the nineties, the demand [for housing] remained at substantially the same level, but there was increasing difficulty everywhere in satisfying it. The fact that a large part of this demand failed to be met therefore reinforced the mechanisms of segregation and exclusion. 

•
1. Potential demand remains strong, even very strong: both on the quantitative level (the number of people or families who need to be housed) and on the qualitative level (the nature and quality of the housing which needs to be made available on the market).

In the countries of the African continent, in Latin America and most of the countries of the Indian sub-continent, demographic growth remains high. In the countries of the old Continent and on the North American continent, changes in lifestyle (rate of divorce, separation of couples, professional mobility, job insecurity, etc.), the lengthening of life expectancy and migratory flows, not to mention demographic movements which sometimes assume national dimensions, are the source of additional demand which is difficult to satisfy on the basis of a supply which can barely be adjusted and adapted to the need: this is the case in Germany and Austria which took in migrants from the East, in the U.K. where people are flooding in from all directions, in Italy which receives immigrants from Senegal, in Canada where the large cities are experiencing problems with homeless persons due to a dearth of affordable housing, and so on.

People’s aspirations for a habitat of better quality, greater comfort located in an appropriate environment are everywhere giving rise to further demand which a large part of the existing housing stock can no longer satisfy. In particular because it has aged, often badly and too fast due to insufficient maintenance, over-use, poor initial design, etc. and because it has been kept in service whereas it would have been better to rebuild it.

•
2. Current demand is nevertheless proving difficult to satisfy and far from being attenuated over the years has restricted the proportion of those who are given the opportunity to offer their services on the market and thereby consolidate their plans.

In order to be able to meet potential demand, it is necessary for people to be given access to a home, be able to stay there and eventually move elsewhere.

But due to unfavourable economic situations or price levels, or the rents charged, access to housing has become more difficult everywhere. This has translated into a strengthening of mechanisms of segregation and exclusion: the rejection of the most disadvantaged to precarious and rundown types of habitat, their distancing from the centres of economic activity and social or sanitary and cultural development, increased vetting of people applying for mortgages, etc.

In addition, the difficulties of remaining in the housing have been accentuated. Excessively high rates of outlay which are increasing substantially have intensified the fragility of many households and are the cause of increasing moves to expulsion. 

Lastly, the obstacles to engaging in normal residential mobility have crystallised in situations of exclusion: they have not only put a brake on family and professional mobility, but also forced people to remain in a precarious and degrading habitat (slums, makeshift habitats, debased habitats, etc.).

•
3. In a market where there was already great difficulty in satisfying the demand, an offer that was quantitatively inadequate or unsuitable could but reinforce the mechanisms of segregation and exclusion.

An inadequate supply equates on the one hand to a quantitative shortfall which is expressed differently according to the countries and situations, entailing slums, squats or forced occupancy, the phenomenon of wandering, enforced cohabitation, etc.

An inadequate supply means on the other hand a relative shortfall: prices or rents that are too high to meet current demand, an offer of poorly located housing in zones lacking in activity or deskilled, of products which are poorly suited to people’s needs (housing that is too small, inappropriate for their lifestyles, etc.).

The worsening housing deficit has been further accentuated due to specific climatic or political situations which were very widespread during the nineties:


natural cataclysms (earthquakes, cyclones, tidal waves, floods);


wars entailing massive destruction of houses (Kosovo, Rwanda, Chechnya, etc.);


massive expropriations from slums (Kenya, Colombia, etc.);


brutal political changes (end of apartheid in South Africa, upheavals in Russia, return to democracy in Chile, etc.).

All the more so because these events have in general strengthened population movements and have therefore aggravated the maladjustment of already widely destabilised markets.

No country can reasonably maintain that it has escaped this increased instability. An observation of the situation of the markets of most of the States of the European Union, for example, reveals a sometimes pronounced quantitative imbalance:


even if most of the States officially consider that they have duly achieved an equilibrium between the supply and demand for housing, hence that the stock of housing is sufficiently large and that only partial imbalances remain (certain regions, certain market segments, etc.), an examination of the diagnoses they propose sheds a different light (Housing policies in the European countries, Summary report of the Conference of Housing Ministers of the European Union, September 2000); 


the Netherlands shows a housing deficit in the order of 1.3% of its total housing stock (which corresponds to one year’s construction). Denmark considers that at the current rate of construction, an equilibrium between supply and demand will not be reached for 10 to 15 years. In spite of production having doubled during the second half of the nineties, Ireland has drawn up a balance sheet showing a global dearth of housing which is expected to last for a further ten years or so. Finland acknowledges a strong imbalance of the market in the Helsinki region and in most urban areas that are undergoing growth. In Spain, despite a dynamic construction market, supply cannot meet demand. Portugal admits to an insufficient supply in the Lisbon and Oporto regions. In Sweden, the strong drop in construction which took place in the nineties is leading to fears of a spreading crisis in urban areas, …;


in Germany and Austria, tensions which had faded with the end of the reunification period risk resurfacing with the new wave of immigration from the countries of Eastern Europe. In Italy and Greece, quantitative imbalances which had never disappeared are rapidly being reinforced due to the effect of the flow of illegal immigrants;


these imbalances are always accompanied by pressure on purchase prices and rents; in Ireland, + 25% per year on the purchase prices of homes over the past three years;  + 15% in Norway, Spain and the Netherlands; + 8% in Denmark and France.

•
4. And in general, demand has benefited only very erratically from the recovery of economic growth.

During the first half of the nineties, the world recession caused a weakening of the global offer (drop in construction, the States’ withdrawal from the housing sector, reduction in residential mobility), the effects of which were accentuated by the increase in unemployment, under-employment and loss of income.

Every household suffered the consequences of this, the most disadvantaged ones more than all the others. Housing difficulties were accentuated, the number of homeless people rose, and housing conditions deteriorated. 

With the recovery in growth which took place during the second half of the nineties, the re-establishment of the real estate markets mainly benefited middle- and high-income households, with the increase in prices and rents penalising the most disadvantaged even further, whereas the supply of housing at affordable prices stagnated or diminished. On the pretext that from now on the market which was regaining strength could meet demand, or almost all of it, the States further reduced their budgetary programmes in favour of housing and concentrated their interventions on the most impoverished. The development of precarious habitats then accompanied the economic recovery.

II - The assessment

•
1. All the imbalances which have been reported between supply and demand are old, often going back to before the eighties. But they were strengthened in the nineties, contradicting the belief that a return to growth would be sufficient to reabsorb them. The imbalances turned out to be permanent.

No country can therefore claim to have solved the problem of segregation and exclusions since Habitat II: public policies have in fact been inadequate, poorly suited or insufficiently funded overall.

•
2. The market is unable to solve all these problems. It cannot, on its own, meet the demand either on the economic level or on the social level: it has not succeeded in carrying out an optimum, balanced allocation of resources at an acceptable cost either for households or for society in general. 

Therefore, financing imbalances are widespread, and affect property markets, rental markets, home ownership markets… as well as urban development schemes.

•
3. The specialist players which had nevertheless succeeded in meeting demand from hundreds of millions of households the world over up to now, are encountering ever greater difficulty in practising their profession:

-
The resources they dispose of are notoriously inadequate or entail costs inappropriate to their task;

-
the withdrawal of the central States or their reduced commitment is expressed by less aid, fewer subsidies and increasingly heavy constraints on exercising professions; and cut-backs in public funding are frequently accompanied by an increased scarcity of financing resources and their higher cost, etc.

-
attempts to transfer responsibility in terms of the community environment or the private sector have come up against limits: difficulties or the impossibility of dealing with situations which do not derive from marginal causes (simply correcting market malfunctions) but from a widespread phenomenon (the structural quantitative imbalance between supply and demand which generates situations of long-term rationing).  But they also and above all culminate in the deterioration of the financial stability of all the parties concerned, and hence in the reduction of their capacity to genuinely intervene.

•
4. The acceleration of movements of decentralisation, which very often could have enabled the development and clarification of the competence and responsibilities of the different territorial levels in terms of habitat, has all too frequently been a pretext for calling into question the role and place of the State, the guarantor of national solidarity. The transfer of responsibilities from the central States to the local communities has furthermore been followed everywhere by the dissolution of responsibilities in terms of decision-making which is highly unfavourable for solving the problems which Habitat II aimed to settled.

In the absence of interlocutors genuinely capable of defining the objectives, identifying and mobilising the necessary resources and undertaking the required actions, the imbalances have been intensified. This could be seen, for example, at the level of the States of the European Union which, in this context, have taken a long time to really take control of the urban issues and the constraints of social stability of the habitat, hence the fight against territorial segregation.

III - Recommendations
The main objective which should be sought by all housing policies and hence to mobilise all the resources and players required, is that of meeting demand, all the demand, even that which a priori is the most difficult to satisfy. The States bear total responsibility in this respect, even though it is indispensable to mobilise all the players at every level (evaluation of demand, definition of objectives, carrying out of actions, follow-up of programmes, etc.).

The recommendations which are drawn up vis a vis the States can therefore be broken down into the following four proposals:

•
1. To reaffirm the right to housing and to mobilise the resources indispensable for proper acknowledgement of housing as necessary, indispensable to the development of societies, to people’s fulfilment and to the exercise of citizenship. This recommendation indeed forms part of the logic of the Habitat II Conference, when the latter refers to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and affirms the need to recognise the universal right to suitable housing. 

•
2. The need to offer proper housing (as opposed to a makeshift habitat, precarious and discriminatory) which is conceived according to standards of habitability and comfort corresponding to the aspirations of the society and which preserves the health of its occupants but also the integrity and durable equilibrium of the environment; which is therefore genuinely desirable by virtue of its quality, its layout, its diversity in terms of status of occupancy and its location; that is, in a non segregational environment but one which is propitious to integration and to people’s family, professional and social development and their involvement in village, city or neighbourhood life. The market cannot assume this responsibility on its own, particularly for that part of the demand which is the most complex and most difficult to meet: low-income households, the disabled, large families, young people, etc., and in general, the demand from those who are least well adapted.

•
3. Maintenance, development or setting up of durable financing systems capable of meeting the demand for large, multiple and complex housing units, hence accessible to all, while at the same time limiting the rates of global outlay actually borne (to pay the rent or to reimburse loans contracted to purchase the housing, of course, but also to finance the costs indispensable for normal use of the home: the supply of drinking water, evacuation of waste water and sewage, heating, etc., and its maintenance) to a level below 30% (or even situated between 25% and 30%) of the households’ resources.

•
4. Recognition of the need for a system of specialist players who are capable, wholly or in part, of drawing up, financing, implementing and managing proper homes which are accessible to everybody. This means a system of players who are in a position to contribute to sufficiently increasing the overall supply (that is, capable of meeting all the demand) when market weaknesses occur. These specialist players should not however be confined to actions liable to deal with demand which the market does not wish to acknowledge: the development of a form of habitat which is highly likely to lead to segregation and which is propitious for the durable development of veritable ghettos would inevitably be the result.

Those who hereby request the States to commit the funds and actions necessary for the effective implementation of the right to housing at international level would lastly suggest that a proper follow-up of decisions should enable the results achieved to be evaluated in real time and, if necessary, allow the level of public interventions to be increased. 

