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ReUrbA2 theme meeting:

Social landlords and urban regeneration

Findings and proposals

Introduction

The ReUrbA2 theme meeting on social landlords and urban regeneration was held in Rotterdam on the 29th and 30th of November 2004. The delegates are active in the social housing sector in England, Germany and the Netherlands. A list of delegates is included in appendix 1 to this document. The minutes of the meeting are a separate document.

The meeting was a successful and fruitful exchange of experiences and ideas on:

· the role of social landlords in urban regeneration;

·  good practice in urban regeneration;

· the way in which the European Union in general and the ReUrbA² project in particular can help to facilitate the process of urban regeneration in the member states of the union.

All of the delegates were keen to participate in a follow up on the theme meeting and to receive proposals which will promote the exchange of knowledge, expertise and skills between the three countries and other European union countries.

In this paper the findings of the theme meeting and the proposals are preceded by a comparative summary of the characteristics and context of social landlords in the three countries.

Comparative summary

The establishment of housing associations and social landlords in England, Germany and the Netherlands stems from the emergence of social housing initiatives in the second half of the 19th century. However whereas in Germany and the Netherlands legislation lead to the establishment of housing associations, in England the provision of social housing was almost exclusively the task of the local authorities.  

In Germany the associations were cooperatives and the early associations in the Netherlands were primarily member led organisations. Both countries also developed municipal housing organisations. In England the housing association movement is comparatively new. Although there are a number of associations dating from the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century the majority were formed in the last 40 years. With the notable exception of the housing cooperatives the vast majority of English associations have no members.

In Germany the cooperatives have continued to function as member organisations and there is a renaissance of the cooperative movement at the present time. In the Netherlands the changing role of the social landlords in the post war period and the governments concern that member lead organisations could vote in favour of selling houses to members for prices way below market values have lead to the transformation from member lead organisations into foundations without members. 

The relative strength of the cooperative movement in Germany may, in part, be due to the relatively small percentage of owner occupiers. 

A significant difference between Germany and England and the Netherlands would appear to be the scale of the depopulation of certain areas in favour of areas with economic growth. In England for example the North East is faced with a decreasing population and in Germany there is a significant population shift from areas in the former East German Republic to areas of economic growth in, for example, the South West of Germany. The scale of these movements in combination with the demographics mean that many cities are faced with a declining population, a mismatch in the housing stock both in quantity and quality, and the need to reduce the numbers of dwellings. In the Netherlands this is not a significant problem.  

The fiscal and financial systems in the three countries differ. In all three the social landlords benefit from a form of preferential treatment relating to their social task. The regimes are historically en culturally determined.

The relationship with government at local, regional and national level differs in the three countries. However they have in common that in exchange for their preferential fiscal and, or financial position government regulates and monitors the performance of the social landlords. Their traditional role as providers of social housing means that government has expectations of their role in urban regeneration that often go beyond the formal relationship.

In all three countries social landlords are important actors in urban regeneration. Increasingly social landlords have come to the conclusion that urban regeneration is more than bricks and mortar. The quality of life and social investment are an integral part of the renewal process in all three countries.

An integrated approach to urban regeneration

There is agreement that urban regeneration requires an integrated approach. That physical regeneration alone does not lead to a sustainable result. However over the way to achieve integral regeneration there are differing views and a consensus that there is a danger that processes can be very complicated if too many actors and factors have to reconciled within the approach. There is certainly scope to learn from each others’ experiences with the integral regeneration.

Top down or bottom up?

In answer to the question “should urban regeneration be top down or bottom up?” It was clear that there is no one answer to this question. However there is a reasonable consensus that whether the initiative for urban regeneration is taken together with residents in a bottom up approach or is the result of a top down decision there is a need to achieve the support of the residents.

A top down approach is certainly necessary when factors such as developments at regional and city level determine the need for urban regeneration. For example the changing housing market, the need to develop infrastructure or to anticipate changes in demand. A social landlord may initiate the regeneration as a way to modernise stock or differentiate stock in a neighbourhood. These are factors that are not usually evident to residents.

Consistent policies and long term commitment

A problem that social landlords in all three countries experience is a lack consistency in government. This occurs both in relation to conflicting goals between different levels of government and to changing goals in time. Also the process of urban regeneration is by definition one which takes several years to carry out. Short term production targets aimed to achieve political goals are often at odds with the time needed to achieve successful regeneration. 

To achieve long term investment in a neighbourhood by social landlords and the private sector a consistent, long term commitment by local, regional and, or central government is essential. The way in which this commitment can be achieved and guaranteed is a subject for further investigation and discussion.

Trust, respect and tailor made solutions

The delegates were unanimous that successful urban regeneration requires the support and the involvement of the residents. It is important to enter into a dialogue, to win trust and show respect. This in turn requires the social landlord to both know and understand his tenants. The way in which this can be done is partly determined by the situation in the neighbourhood, the reasons for the regeneration initiative and the aspirations of the residents.

Delegates exchanged experiences and illustrated them with examples. In each neighbourhood the solution which is appropriate to the specific circumstances in the neighbourhood must be tailor made. However there is no need to reinvent the wheel. There are enough examples of good practice to learn from. The question is how to make the experience and the expertise available and accessible to other professionals in the three countries. 

Displacement of residents

In the consultation meeting in Newcastle the displacement of residents and in particular the displacement of residents who exhibit antisocial behaviour was brought up as an issue for discussion. 

The displacement of residents can have a positive and a negative effect. Displacement can lead to the breakdown of existing social structures and informal care arrangements and this should be avoided. It is possible to preserve social structures and relationships even when residents have to move. There are examples of good practice that demonstrate this. There are also examples of displacement resulting in a positive choice for residents. 

In the case of residents who exhibit antisocial or criminal behaviour the displacement does not necessarily result in problems elsewhere. However it is advisable for social landlords and their partners to take measures to avoid future problems. Generally such households are in a minority and intervention can be used to influence behaviour. Displacement can in some cases even be a new start.

Therefore displacement in itself is not seen as a problem provided the consequences of displacement are taken into account and measures are taken to combat possible negative effects. 

In areas with a high mobility and areas with a negative migration displacement due to urban regeneration is far less of a problem that in areas of high demand. In areas of low demand the regeneration can be used to help combat negative migration by providing housing which is suited to the market.

Get to know the residents and understand the market

The emancipation of the consumer is a development facing all social landlords irrespective of the countries they work in. In areas of relatively low demand such as the North East of England or Eastern Germany, social landlords are experiencing that the dwellings they have on offer do not match the wishes of the consumers they wish to serve. This is also true to a lesser extent in markets with high demand.

Increasingly social landlords need to develop techniques to get to know and understand their present and future clients and their wishes. In this way they will be better equipped to provide housing and neighbourhoods that are sustainable.

Social investment

There is agreement that social landlords are uniquely positioned to know the neighbourhoods where they own stock. Their knowledge of  the residents and the problems facing them is invaluable when it comes to defining the problems and the solutions. The delegates also agree that the social landlord has a role to play in social investment. However whereas the English delegates are in favour of a leading role for social landlords their Dutch and German colleagues are more reticent. They see the prime responsibility lying with government. They are however willing to play an important role but believe that the funding and the coordination of the investment is a task of the local government. 

All three countries are of the opinion that government may not shift her responsibility for funding social investment onto the shoulders of the social landlords. However they do recognise that they also have a vested interest in the extending their core business to encompass social investment in the neighbourhoods where they are active and that this investment should not be exclusively limited to their own stock.

Effective social investment and the achievement of sustainability can only be achieved by long term commitment to deprived areas. This requires long term programmes. They may be linked to short term goals provided there is ongoing evaluation and reassessment of the goal of achieving sustainable communities.

The role and organisation of social landlords in the 21st century

Social landlords have their roots in the late nineteenth century tradition of providing housing for those who cannot provide for themselves. With the notable exception of the German housing cooperatives the social landlords have worked for and not with their tenants. Changes in market forces and the emancipation of the consumer make it increasingly necessary to work with tenants and potential tenants. A client orientated organisation requires a different approach and organisation than the traditional paternalist landlord.

Whether or not social landlords need to become social investors is a subject for further debate. However it is evident that for social landlords providing housing is no longer their sole business. The quality of life and the welfare of the residents in the neighbourhoods where they work is also their concern. The debate is as to the level of involvement and responsibility a social landlord should and the conditions which should be in place, not the need for approaches aimed at creating and maintaining sustainable communities.

The renaissance of the cooperative movement in Germany may have some lessons for the Dutch and the English. This is a subject for further study.

The relationship to government

The relationship to government was a subject which arose at various times during the meeting. 

Whilst discussing the effect of the housing market on the work of social landlords it was noted that increasingly the region rather than a town or city is the level at which to work. In England regional housing boards have been established. Although there was criticism of them it is recognised that the housing consumer is less tied to city boundaries than to a region. In the Dutch and German context this is also true.

As already stated investment in sustainable communities need s along term commitment from government at all levels. This can be in conflict with the political cycle between elections. Without wishing to undermine the democratic process social landlords do need a long term commitment from government. Urban regeneration and social inclusion take time to implement and time to achieve the required effect. It is necessary to create a stable and trustworthy basis for investment and progress. This applies not only to social landlords. Private investors are also more likely to invest in regeneration if there is long term commitment. In order to facilitate the democratic process and keep the protagonists sharp we suggest an ongoing assessment en revaluation of the goals in relation to performance. This should also take into account the context of the neighbourhood.

The financial and fiscal relationships between social landlords and government vary per country. However it is advisable that government should allow social landlords to become more involved in social regeneration. It is necessary that government fund social investment activities which are not directly related to the core business of the social landlords. Such funding should be related to measurable targets.

European Union

Increasingly borders within the EU are becoming less important. However for social landlords it would appear that this is not entirely true. If the housing market within which a social landlord works straddles a border between two EU states the national government may prohibit him working across the border. This is a matter than needs to be addressed.

Within the EU the transfer of money and the acquirement of loans is not a problem provided the social landlord is not using his “national” capital to finance schemes elsewhere. There is definitely a possibility that ICT solutions could be developed and shared on a European or North West European scale. 

The EU makes the transfer of knowledge, expertise and skills easier. The theme meeting is an example of the many forms of exchange taking place. This is seen as being valuable and deserves a structural system to allow exchanges of good practice.

The social landlords are concerned about EU intentions to harmonise the fiscal and financial systems governing the operation of social landlords in the various EU states. As has already been stated each country has a system which has evolved historically. Changes to the various systems endanger the role of the social landlord: the provision of good housing for those who are not able to house themselves. The EU is therefore advised to tread carefully in this area.

The ReUrbA² project

Although the theme meeting is but one of the activities of the ReUrbA² project the exchange has been instrumental in identifying the need to provide a forum and, or a system to enable exchanges of knowledge, expertise and skills on a structural basis.  

The ReUrbA² project’s intention to set up a resource centre and a building exhibition could form part of a wider initiative to promote the spread of good practice.    

The delegates regard the theme meeting as a successful exchange that should be followed up. Thereby the emphasis should shift from discussion to on site visits accompanied by examples of good practice and master classes.  The remaining theme meeting on the ReUrbA² project’s agenda could be used to facilitate the first of such exchanges.

Proposals

In short the delegates favour proposals that:

· facilitate the exchange of knowledge, expertise and good practice;

· make it possible to make use of the skills that are available;

· create a climate which encourages government to enter into long term commitment in order to achieve sustainable urban regeneration;

· find a solution to the dilemma of EU regulation of social landlords without losing national identity and at the same time allowing social landlords to operate in trans border housing markets.

Facilitate the exchange of knowledge, expertise and good practice

As previously stated the ReUrbA² project can play a role in facilitating the exchange of knowledge, expertise and good practice. However the project is finite and has limited resources. We therefore propose that the ReUrbA² project uses the planned third theme meeting to develop this topic. In particular we suggest that the theme meeting should be used for discussion on possible ways forward. In order to make the meeting interesting for delegates and to make sure that decisions can be made it will be necessary to present a number of proposals with their consequences. 

We suggest that the following suggestions should be further developed into proposals which can introduced in the theme meeting:

· The establishment of a “smart” internet site that practitioners can load with their own examples of good practice and where they can find information. The website would have to be capable of filtering the information. This can be partly automatic and partly a system based on assessment by readers and a panel of experts. Such a site requires a significant investment and research. For example the Michigan Institute of Technology is a leader in the field of smart websites.

The internet site could be developed in association with other European or national bodies. Possible partners are the Dutch expertise centre KEI, the English government backed website www.renewal.net and the federations in the three countries.

· Seeing is believing and this is also true of urban regeneration projects. Many have an onsite information centre or project office. The possibility to not only visit but also talk to participants can be very valuable. However visits are very time consuming and residents can get very tired of the bus loads of professionals coming to see their neighbourhood. Therefore it would be interesting to develop a Lonely Planet or Rough Guide to urban regeneration projects. This could inform outsiders and reduce the burden on those involved in the project.

· Reality television is big business as are programmes such as Idols and Popstars the Rivals. It would be interesting to attempt to develop a format for urban regeneration together with a television company. Key elements would be the selection of ten projects which would be followed on a weekly, fortnightly or monthly basis. The way decisions are made, the human interest, communication with and between the residents, social investment strategies and the successes and failures. This could be linked to a web log – www.urbanrenewaltv.com for example.

· We suggest that the exchange should not be restricted to England, Germany and the Netherlands but should be extended to all of the EU states. The way in which this can be achieved is subject of further study. 

· The question that needs to be answered is which organisations will bare the responsibility for the implementation and continuation of the instruments to facilitate the exchange of knowledge, expertise and good practice. There is no doubt a role for the federations to play but also for the European Union and no doubt other organisations.

The sharing of skills

The delegates are concerned to develop mechanisms to share skills. This can entail the hiring of workers from another country with the appropriate skills or the buying in of skills from another organisation. In the building industry it is not uncommon that tradesmen move from country to country. The stone masons who built the cathedrals of Northern Europe were the predecessors of the plasterers and other tradesmen who are active throughout Europe. In the oil industry and the ICT it is common practice to share skills. 

The scope for such exchanges in a language orientated profession such as that of social landlords with their national and regional traditions is perhaps more limited but the need is evident in the view of various delegates. We therefore suggest that a proposal should developed in conjunction with representatives of the three federations to explore the possibilities. We suggest that the experience of existing employment agencies who operate internationally should be incorporated in this study.

Creating a climate for long term commitment

The experiences of the social landlords and the need for long term commitment to achieve sustainable regeneration can be promoted by the ReUrbA² project. We suggest that this issue should be key to the promotion of good practice in urban regeneration. In particular we see possibilities of linking the role to that of the regional government. As we have seen housing markets transcend the boundaries of cities. This is an area where regional government such as the Province of South Holland can play an important role in advising and guiding local and national government.

The European Union and social landlords

The worry that European rules could damage the historical and national context of social landlords and the role they play is not to be taken lightly. We suggest that a European study should be undertaken to map out the role of social landlords in the various lands in the EU, the type of housing they offer, the households they house, the social activities they undertake and their significance for the communities they serve. The achievements should be placed in the context of the fiscal and financial regimes in which they operate. A key question is “is social housing necessary and if so for whom?” 

We are aware that this question has a political component. However without this research and the discussion that must follow it is likely that the changes will be made by the EU solely on the basis a summary analysis of the rules of competition and preferential treatment in a liberal market. This would be an underestimation of the role and the significance of social landlords for society as a whole.

Such a study can also pave the way to social landlords working across borders in regional housing markets.    

In conclusion we propose that the theme meeting in which these proposals are discussed should be held on location so that delegates can also visit projects for inspiration and as a contrast to the discussion. In view of the preparation required to make the theme meeting profitable we suggest that it should take place in the Autumn of 2005.

Trevor James,

Van Nimwegen & partners

Amsterdam, December 2004
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