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The context 

• Globalisation is putting, health, education and housing, 
under pressure and leading to the marketisation of  
social sectors 

• As the ‘sub-prime’ housing crisis in the USA shows, 
market economies are prone to instability and 
occasional collapse without effective regulation.  

• Centrally determined economic and political systems 
are vulnerable to long term inefficiency and abuse in 
meeting diverse and changing needs.  

• Carrying on as we are is not an option. Globally and 
locally, we need new, more socially and economically 
sustainable options for meeting needs. 



What is social housing? 

• Social, or public, housing is an umbrella term 
referring to rental housing which may be 
owned and managed by the state, by non-
profit organizations, or by a combination of 
the two,  

• Usually, the aim is to provide affordable 
housing for those unable to pay the full 
market cost of housing. 

• It is normally designed according to officially 
determined layouts, standards and norms.  



Experience in the West 

• In the UK, social housing began in the tenth 

century when charities provided almshouses 

for the poor, elderly or vulnerable. 

• In the nineteenth century, philanthropists 

such as Peabody provided housing in 

tenement blocks in London, while some 

factory owners in the industrialised northern 

towns built entire villages for their workers 

such as Saltaire (1853), Bournville (1879) 

and Port Sunlight (1888).  

 



Philanthropic social housing 



‘Homes for Heroes’ 

• Following World War 1, initial idealism provided 
‘homes for heroes’. 

• The high point was reached in 1961 when ‘Homes 
for Today and Tomorrow’ established design 
standards. This made conditions in social housing 
in some respects actually better than those in 
private housing.  

• Social housing grew from just one per cent in 
1918 to a peak of over 30 per cent by the early 
1980s 

 





The high point of social housing in UK 



The Thatcher government began the privatisation of social 

housing in 1980 under the ‘Right to Buy’ policy. 

Social housing has since fallen to around 18% of the stock 

and many areas became known as ‘sink estates.’ 

 



In rich market economy countries 

• After World War Two, Japan provided 
large quantities of basic housing. 
Quality was poor, and was often 
referred to as 'rabbit hutches‘. 

• In the USA, social housing was a 
‘residual’ category, accommodating 
only about 5 percent of the population 
and providing a ‘safety net’ for those 
unable to meet their needs within the 
wider market.  
 
 



.. And in mixed economy countries 

• In mixed economy countries, especially in 
Scandinavia and Germany, a range of non-profit 
housing had been a viable tenure choice for 
middle, as well as lower-income, households as 
there was no social stigma.  

• However, in the 1990s, many countries adopted 
owner-occupation and sold off or demolished parts 
of their public housing stock. Social housing was 
reduced almost to a residual category. 

• Canada has focused on the working poor, the 
middle class (co-operative housing), seniors, low-
income families and the disabled. However, very 
little government-assisted housing has been 
created in the past 15 years. 

 

 



... And in developing countries 

• British colonial administrations built housing 
throughout the empire for their staff. This was 
allocated according to rank – from modest 
bungalows to grand villas.  

• Such units became social housing after 
independence – often with massive subsidies 
and poor cost recovery rates. 

• Social housing can be a powerful form of 
patronage to reward or punish those the 
State seeks to control 

• Some examples are impressive ....... 



Colonial housing in India 



.. And social housing in Hong Kong 
and Singapore 



... But 

• May not be appropriate to other countries which 
cannot afford large subsidies 

• Many countries also suffered cutbacks in public 
expenditure following donor pressure (eg SAPs) to 
attract investment 

• The result is an increase in unregistered settlements 
offering basic, but affordable shelter. These are 
forecast to provide housing for up to 2 billion 
people by 2030 unless radical action is taken. 

• We now face a crisis of increasing needs, increasing 
costs and decreasing public resources. What to do? 



Living on $1 a day in cities requires ingenuity, such as 
ƻŎŎǳǇȅƛƴƎ ƭŀƴŘ ƴƻōƻŘȅ ŜƭǎŜ ǿŀƴǘǎΧΧ 

 



ΧΧ ŀƴŘ ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǳǎŜ 
 



What to do? 
• Adopt a ‘twin-track’ approach to existing and new housing 

• Review the regulatory framework for housing 

• Develop a shared vision between public, private and civil 

society stakeholders.  

• The role of governments should be to promote investment 

but extract more public benefits from it (eg cross-

subsidies).  

• Promote innovative, incremental, approaches – eg. equity 

sharing, homesteading, co-operatives, sites and services, 

Community Land Trusts, co-housing and communal land 

rental options, etc. 

• These can create a wide range of options to meet diverse 

needs. It will also require agencies to be flexible, market-

sensitive and open to participatory ways of operating.  



Thanks for your attention! 
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