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Abstract: Affordable housing is increasingly developed, financed and managed by a mix of state,
third-sector, market and community actors. This has led to the emergence of various hybrid
governance and finance arrangements. This development can be seen as part of a general long-term
neoliberal trend in government policies, and social, cultural and economic developments. It is
therefore likely that the hybridity and variety of governance and finance of affordable housing will
continue to grow. This article discusses innovative hybrid arrangements from Austria, England
and Italy, in which governments, private and non-profit actors collaborate to increase the supply of
affordable housing. These cases illustrate how the provision of affordable housing in a neoliberal
context can benefit from the involvement of market actors and communities. Nevertheless, they also
show that governments continue to play a crucial role in initiating and facilitating these arrangements.

Keywords: affordable housing; governance; co-production; non-for-profit housing; finance
models; innovations

1. Introduction

Traditionally, social or public housing has been provided through a variety of actors, such as
public agencies (state and local authorities), third-sector organizations (housing associations and
foundations), and cooperatives or private investors (supported with state grants). The dominant type
of provider and tenure (rent, ownership, cooperative) varies from country to country. Van Bortel, Gruis,
Nieuwenhuijzen and Pluijmers conclude that “in recent decades, however, more hybrid shapes of
provision have emerged, in which housing is delivered through cooperation between different types of
actors, including a growing collaboration between tenants and professional housing providers, as well
as an increasing mix of public and private finance” ([1] p. 2).

The trend towards more hybridic forms of housing provision can be explained by various
developments. In general, it can be seen as a response to, or part of, a long-term neoliberal trend, and
an associated retrenchment of the state in direct support and provision of social housing. This, for
example, forces third-sector housing providers to rely more and more on private finance [2]. In the
UK, this is visible in the housing associations’ interest in attracting finance from institutional investors
through bonds [3]. In France, tax incentives have led to an increased activity of private developers
in affordable housing [4]. The abolishment of the public status of many social housing providers
in Germany the 1980s, and the subsequent acquisitions of social housing portfolios by institutional
investors (e.g., private equity funds, pension funds, insurance companies) can be seen as a “radical”
front-runner in this respect. Thus, reduced state support, combined with the recent stagnating economy
and often long waiting lists for existing social housing stock, have also stimulated citizens’ interest in
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becoming more active in providing their own housing. These collaborative arrangements of groups of
citizens are often supported by public, third-sector and/or private actors [5]. The latter can also be
seen as part of a wider trend of citizens wanting to collectively organize services. This development
does not only take place in the housing sector, but in various other service domains, such as energy,
child-care and education [6,7]. The increased involvement of citizens taking matters into their own
hands is also embraced by national governments, with the Big Society and Localism agenda in the UK
and the Participation Society in the Netherlands as notable examples [8].

The active role of citizens in the development of joint solutions to social problems and the provision
of public services is often referred to as “co-production” or “co-creation”. These terms are used as an
umbrella concept encompassing a broad array of initiatives oriented towards the active involvement
of users and collaboration between residents [9]. Many potential positive effects are accredited to
increased resident involvement in housing provision, which can, for example, lead to higher housing
satisfaction and increased social cohesion, as well as generating housing solutions that do not exist
within the mainstream housing provision in terms of affordability, sustainability and lifestyle.

Several studies suggest that citizens’ involvement can improve the efficiency and effectiveness
of public service delivery, as well as strengthen the affective connection between citizens and
government [10–13]. Other findings indicate that third-sector organizations are, in comparison
to public and for-profit providers, better able to develop higher and more-sustainable levels of
participation by citizens in public service delivery [9,14–16].

Market actors are increasingly involved in the provision of affordable rental housing. Multiple
drivers can lead them to provide rental housing below full market rents. Sometimes market actors are
subsidized—or otherwise incentivized—to provide housing below market rents. The substantial finance
currently available to institutional investors has also increased interest among private investors to gear
more of their investments towards affordable housing (e.g., institutional investments in affordable
housing facilitated through tax incentives in France [4], and the acquisition of portfolios owned by
Dutch housing associations by German (Patrizia) and UK (Roundhill) actors. Bonds constitute another
form of private-sector investment in affordable housing. Especially in the UK, bond finance helps a
growing number of housing associations to invest in affordable housing and balance the opportunities
and risks in combining social and economic goals [17].

A potential benefit of private-sector involvement is the financial leverage that can be attained
by combining public/third-sector and institutional finance. This can lead to increased investment
capabilities and, perhaps, increased business efficiency if traditional social and public housing providers
adopt more-businesslike behavior. This development is further enforced as a result of closer scrutiny by
(commercial) lenders on business models, financial viability, management capabilities and transparency.
Potential risks could relate to the question of how long-term market actors are committed to the
affordable rental market, as well as how quality and sustainability of housing will be safeguarded in
the context of the increasingly financial return-driven behavior of the actors involved.

This article discusses three innovative, hybrid arrangements in which governments have stimulated
the involvement of private (market and community) actors in the provision of affordable housing, from
Austria, England and Italy. These cases do not only have in common that they concern new forms of
partnerships between public and private actors, they are also innovative through their governance
arrangements, trying to mitigate some of the risks of public–private partnerships, as highlighted
above (e.g., the short-term, exclusive and often “one-off” natures of some past initiatives). Moreover,
these innovations are not only meant for the traditional target groups of social and public housing,
but also for (lower-)middle income households that have difficulties in accessing affordable housing
(see Table 1).
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Table 1. Overview of the three case studies.

Austria Italy England

Vienna Housing
Construction Initiative

“Wohnbauinitiative”

System of Integrated
Investment Funds

“Sistema Integrato dei Fondi”

Limited Liability
Housing Partnership

Affordability: target
group Middle-income households Lower-middle income

households Low-income households

Governance:
allocations, rent

setting and
management
arrangements

Limited-term restrictions on
rents and allocations.

Management by private
investors, allocations during

duration of the loan term
conducted by the general

allocation agency for
subsidized housing.

Rent setting and allocation
based on project-level
agreement with local

authority.
Includes mechanisms to

stimulate resident
participation in design and

management phases.

Allocation based on local
authority waiting list.
Rent setting based on
income and National
Living Wage criteria.

Management through
Limited Liability

Partnership, sharing
costs, risks and revenues.

Finance: investment
sources

Local authority (cheap loans
and/or land) in combination

with private finance

Through national and
regional funds sourced by a

mix of public and private
finance

Mix of local authority
and housing association

funding

Hybridity: partner
mix

Local authority and profit
and not-for-profit housing

investors

Complex partnership of
government, market,

not-for-profit actors and
residents

Local authority and
private not-for-profit

housing investor

These case studies are taken from a larger study, encompassing 13 case studies from 10 countries,
in which a group of researchers and practitioners explored innovations in the governance and finance
of affordable housing in Europe and beyond [1]. Researchers from the European Network of Housing
Researchers (ENHR) linked up with practitioners from the European Federation for Living (EFL) to
describe thematic developments in various (mainly northwestern European) countries, illustrated with
case studies from contemporary practice. The three case studies were selected because they represent
different strategies by governments to include private and not-for-profit actors in long-term affordable
housing provision. The selected case studies each focus on one specific local strategy and do not
pretend to present a comprehensive overview of all national affordable housing strategies, hybrid
or otherwise.

A generic framework was used for the analysis of all case studies. This framework included
identical key questions and compulsory structural elements related to the purpose of the study.
The research activities were executed during the period 2016–2017. No coding of documents or interview
transcripts was used. Table 2 presents more in-depth information on the research methodology applied
in each of the case studies.

Table 2. Overview of the three case study methodologies.

Austria Italy England

The Viennese contribution builds on
the analyses of available data and

policy documents. Six interviews with
policy practitioners and builders were

conducted to retrieve important
information on the functioning and

organization of the Wohnbauinitiative
in Vienna. The interview partners

were also asked about their views on
the pros and cons of the innovation.

The Italian contribution is based on
practices by two case study authors

working for the Fondazione Housing
Sociale (FHS). The FHS is one of the
key actors in the affordable housing
innovation analyzed in this study.
The third author originated from
academia and ensured a critical

reflection on the findings as well as
incorporating reviews of policy

documents and academic literature.

The UK contribution is based
on a review of policy

documents and academic
literature.
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Following from the general discussion above, the discussion of these cases focuses on two
main themes:

• How are private actors encouraged to participate in the provision and finance of affordable housing?
• What arrangements have been made to secure public housing values, such as quality, affordability

and allocation to specified target groups?

The article starts with a defining the key concepts: affordable housing, housing governance,
housing finance and hybridity. It continues with a description of the three case studies. First, we
present the Wohnbauinitiative (WBI) in Vienna, which employs an innovative financing method for
affordable housing, a method that simultaneously stimulates co-production relations between private,
government and not-for-profit actors in the development of affordable housing. Second, we introduce
the case of social housing in Italy, where new financing methods are combined with cohousing and
collaborative housing characteristics. Third, we conclude this section with a discussion on collaboration
between a housing association and a local authority in England that, again, combines co-production
and an innovate financing method in delivering affordable housing. The article concludes with a
general discussion of the findings following the two main themes.

2. Key Concepts

In this section, we discuss the key concepts in the article, building on definitions of affordable
housing, housing governance, housing finance and hybridity derived from literature on housing studies.

2.1. Affordable Housing

Lack of affordable rental housing is mainly an urban issue, and is increasingly recognized as one of
the major challenges facing European cities [18,19]. Many cities lack an adequate supply of affordable
rental housing for low- and middle-income households, including for key urban professionals such as
nurses and teachers. This situation may lead to soaring rents, high levels of commuting, congestion,
poor tenure mobility and, ultimately, to cities where people work, play and shop, but do not live. In the
current context of reduced job security and tougher lending conditions, the need for affordable housing
is growing. The economic significance of well-developed affordable housing sectors is paramount.
Only with sufficient and affordable housing supply can urban areas attract a qualified workforce at
competitive personnel costs. Guaranteeing affordable housing is therefore one of the basic requirements
for the development of opportunities and talent [20].

Before we can define “affordable housing”, we first need to provide a workable description of
“social housing”. There is, however, no common definition of “social housing” at the European level.
Social housing in the European context is characterized by a wide variety of country-specific systems
and policies. Overall, the terms “social”, “housing” and other related concepts are used in varying
combinations in different Member States to refer to housing that is provided at below-market price for
selected groups within the population. The latter are defined nationally, regionally or even locally,
based on specific (housing) needs and eligibility criteria set by the relevant authority.

“Affordable housing” is often seen as a form of tenure that is complementary to social housing;
however, for this concept, a clear cross-national definition is lacking [19,21]. Housing markets are
nationally and locally specific. While definitions of affordability vary, it may be understood as housing
that is adequate in standard and location for low- to middle-income households at fees that enable them
to meet other basic needs on a sustainable basis [22]. Thus, the concept of affordable housing refers to
housing for a broader range of household incomes than social housing. The affordable segment includes
the gap between the traditional social and public housing segments and the level of expenditure that is
still affordable for moderate-income households (based on housing expenses/income ratios or residual
income) or that are not able to buy a home and cannot afford to pay full market rents (see Figure 1).

The size of the affordable housing segment can vary as a result of local market conditions. Rents in
social housing (provided by not-for-profit organizations) and public housing (delivered by government
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entities) are mostly determined related to costs or household income, and allocated based on needs or
position on waiting lists. Affordable housing rents are derived from, but lower than, market fees. This
segment borders the full market housing segment, and can be provided by various profit, non-profit
and public actors. In Figure 1 we have incorporated two definitions of affordable housing. The narrow
definition of affordable housing refers to housing for moderate-income households not eligible for
social housing, but who are also not able to pay full market prices. The wider definition is often used as
a concept to indicate the challenge of providing affordable housing in general, rather than for specific
rental housing segments.

Urban Sci. 2019, 3, x FOR PEER REVIEW 5 of 14 

and policies. Overall, the terms “social”, “housing” and other related concepts are used in varying 
combinations in different Member States to refer to housing that is provided at below-market price 
for selected groups within the population. The latter are defined nationally, regionally or even locally, 
based on specific (housing) needs and eligibility criteria set by the relevant authority. 

“Affordable housing” is often seen as a form of tenure that is complementary to social housing; 
however, for this concept, a clear cross-national definition is lacking [19,21]. Housing markets are 
nationally and locally specific. While definitions of affordability vary, it may be understood as 
housing that is adequate in standard and location for low- to middle-income households at fees that 
enable them to meet other basic needs on a sustainable basis [22]. Thus, the concept of affordable 
housing refers to housing for a broader range of household incomes than social housing. The 
affordable segment includes the gap between the traditional social and public housing segments and 
the level of expenditure that is still affordable for moderate-income households (based on housing 
expenses/income ratios or residual income) or that are not able to buy a home and cannot afford to 
pay full market rents (see Figure 1).  

The size of the affordable housing segment can vary as a result of local market conditions. Rents 
in social housing (provided by not-for-profit organizations) and public housing (delivered by 
government entities) are mostly determined related to costs or household income, and allocated 
based on needs or position on waiting lists. Affordable housing rents are derived from, but lower 
than, market fees. This segment borders the full market housing segment, and can be provided by 
various profit, non-profit and public actors. In Figure 1 we have incorporated two definitions of 
affordable housing. The narrow definition of affordable housing refers to housing for moderate-
income households not eligible for social housing, but who are also not able to pay full market prices. 
The wider definition is often used as a concept to indicate the challenge of providing affordable 
housing in general, rather than for specific rental housing segments. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Rental housing segments. Source: [21], adapted by authors. 

2.2. Housing Governance  

Governance refers to the processes of governing undertaken by a government, market or 
network over a family, tribe, formal or informal organization or territory through laws, norms, power 
or language [23]. For the purpose of this article, we focus on governing processes between public, 
private and not-for-profit organizations. These processes take place within the context of national 
policies, economies and welfare regimes. Recent developments across Europe suggest a move 
towards welfare regimes with a more modern–corporatist character and an indirect style of 
governance [24]. This gives local authorities and non-state providers of welfare services, such as 
profit and not-for-profit actors, more freedom and autonomy in the delivery of public services ([1], 
p. 5). 

There is a broad consensus that decision-making between actors has become more 
interdependent. There is, however, very little common ground among scholars and practitioners 

Affordable  

Housing 

Narrow definition 

Social  

Housing 

 

Full Market Rent  

Housing 

Social housing rents are usually 

related to costs or household 

income 

Affordable housing rents are usually 

derived from, but lower than, full 

market rents 

Full market rents depend on local 

demand and supply conditions 

Affordable Housing  

wide definition  Low rent High rent 

Figure 1. Rental housing segments. Source: [21], adapted by authors.

2.2. Housing Governance

Governance refers to the processes of governing undertaken by a government, market or network
over a family, tribe, formal or informal organization or territory through laws, norms, power or
language [23]. For the purpose of this article, we focus on governing processes between public, private
and not-for-profit organizations. These processes take place within the context of national policies,
economies and welfare regimes. Recent developments across Europe suggest a move towards welfare
regimes with a more modern–corporatist character and an indirect style of governance [24]. This gives
local authorities and non-state providers of welfare services, such as profit and not-for-profit actors,
more freedom and autonomy in the delivery of public services ([1], p. 5).

There is a broad consensus that decision-making between actors has become more interdependent.
There is, however, very little common ground among scholars and practitioners about the distribution
of power and influence. Van Bortel et al. ([1], p. 5) contend that these “shifts in governance
do not necessarily lead to a reduction of state power, but could indicate a shift from formal to
informal techniques of government steering [25], such as steering in the “shadow of hierarchy” ([26],
pp. 145–147), [27,28]. Rhodes [29] claims that interdependent networks of state and non-state actors
weaken the hierarchical powers of the state. Davies [30,31], on the other hand, insists that the state is
still dominant, and that power relations are asymmetrical and still favor the state. Similarly, Jones
and Evans [32] contend that many fail to see the state-centeredness in many network arrangements.
In several European countries, there is a clear movement of governments strengthening their influence
on (social) housing providers by restricting activities and regulating their organizational characteristics
(see [33] for examples of developments in the Netherlands, Sweden, France and Belgium (Flanders)).

Facing budget cuts and EU-imposed constraints on the state support of affordable rental housing,
governments are increasingly looking to private-sector actors to expand housing supply [34]. At the
same time, existing social landlords, forced to work without subsidies, are becoming more commercially
oriented, and are increasingly adopting private-sector management strategies [35–38]. The inherent
contradictions between affordability and the profit-maximizing nature of some actors generate new
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governance challenges. It is within this complex landscape that we want to find innovative governance
frameworks that combine the formal and informal, hierarchical, network and market-based instruments
needed to support decision-making processes in the affordable housing sector [13].

2.3. Housing Finance

Basically, housing finance can be defined as the way in which cash is provided to develop and
maintain affordable housing. Social housing is traditionally financed by mixing various sources.
The most common combinations in northwestern Europe are:

• state guarantees, grants and/or loans combined with bank loans, attracted by the social housing
providers and paid from rental income, in the case of social rent (public or third-sector);

• state grants and institutional investments, in the case of market actors providing social housing;
• state grants combined with mortgages, attracted by the household, in the case of home-ownership;
• state grants combined with cooperative funding mechanisms, in which households buy shares in

a cooperative (funded by specific mortgage schemes and/or own resources) and/or pay rent to
the cooperative;

• bond finance (corporate bonds; national, regional or local bonds).

In recent decades, direct funding through state grants has decreased significantly. Social
housing providers have become increasingly dependent on income from rent and sales to finance the
development and management of their housing stock. This has also increased interest in attracting
funding from institutional investors, as can be seen in the examples from France, the Netherlands and
the UK, discussed in the introduction to this chapter. Moreover, the share of household finance has
increased, most notably visible with the rise of initiatives from and/or with households to develop
and manage housing. The decreased state finance and associated alternative finance sources lead to
less straightforward public governance arrangements of housing and contribute to the hybridity in
housing provision and governance [2].

2.4. Hybridity in Housing

Mullins, Czischke and Van Bortel [39] have explored hybridity in the context of social housing
organizations. They refer to Anheier’s [40] view that the presence of relatively persistent multiple
stakeholder configurations are a necessary condition of hybridity, and to Billis’ [41] view that hybrid
organizations possess “significant” characteristics of more than one sector (public, private and
third). Furthermore, they discuss financial dependencies hybrids (mixing state and market funding),
governance structure hybrids (reflecting stakeholder mixes or separating charitable and commercial
activities) and products and services hybrids (combining housing with social and neighborhood
support services). A key characteristic, according to Blessing ([42], p. 190), is that hybridity implies
”spanning state and market, combining public and private action logics, and [being] subject to multiple
sets of institutional conditions”. Therefore, Mullins et al. ([39], p. 411) stress that ”one of the most
compelling reasons for considering change in housing organizations through the lens of hybridity
and social enterprise is to capture the underlying tensions associated with competing institutional
logics” [43–45].

While Mullins et al. [39] focused mainly on hybridity in a single organization, this project takes a
slightly different approach, focusing on collaborative structures between different types of actors (with
varying degrees of “dominance” among actors) and with housing provision as the outcome or product
of these collaborative structures. In order to classify these hybrid structures, we also need to classify
the individual actors. In doing so—following Czischke, Gruis and Mullins [46]—we employ the model
developed by Brandsen, Van den Donk and Putters [47], based on Pestoff [48] and Zijderveld [49], to
classify organizations (see Figure 2). The authors distinguish four types of organizations, including the
state, markets, communities and third-sector organizations. Supporting Buckingham [50], Czischke
et al. ([46], p. 42) contend that “one limitation of this model may be that the third sector is not seen
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as a domain in its own right but rather as a tension field between the state, market and community”.
Following Billis [41], we view third-sector organizations as an organizational form in its own right,
acknowledging they are subject to state, market and community drivers or values. However, they
still have their own characteristics, which distinguish them from “pure” state, market or community
organizations, perhaps most clearly seen in the absence of (direct) governance through members,
shareholders or public administration.
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3. Austria: Increased Involvement of Market Actors through a New Financing Vehicle for
Affordable Housing

Mundt and Amann [52] discuss the so-called Wohnbauinitiative (WBI) of Vienna, which is a
subsidy scheme by the municipality of Vienna providing medium-term, low-interest loans and/or
cheap building land for housing construction. It encourages new construction in the mid-price range,
granting financial benefits in exchange for limited-term social obligations by the developers concerning
rent levels and access criteria, thus adding an instrument for the affordable (non-traditional social
housing) segment.

The governance is based on the participating consortia of developers meeting certain requirements
in return for privileges. These requirements concern the minimum amount of equity to be brought
in by the consortia, the minimum investment per completed dwelling and limitations on rent levels
and capital contributions by tenants during the duration of the loan term (10 years). Furthermore,
the allocation of 50% of all completed dwellings, and 50% of all re-allocations of dwellings during
the duration of the loan term, are conducted by the general allocation agency for subsidized housing,
which allocates dwellings according to social criteria and general waiting lists, (although, in contrast to
other subsidy schemes, there are no income limits). All rental contracts have to be of an unlimited term,
and rental rates will only increase during tenancy with the overall inflation rate. Rents can be raised
when tenants relocate, and dwellings can also be offered for sale at these turnover moments. Finally,
the city’s influence on the quality of submitted projects is secured through a special advisory board that
evaluates the projects and proposes improvements, much like in the other subsidy programs. These
advisory boards often include specialists from various domains, including representatives from Vienna
city council departments and independent professionals such as architects, construction specialists,
ecologists and urban planners [53].
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Discussion of the WBI reveals how it emphasizes new elements within subsidy arrangements,
including the orientation on both commercial and limited-profit housing providers, the inclusion of
capital from institutional investors, municipal building plots and municipal medium-term loans, and
the limited-term nature of maximum rents for new contracts. The initial WBI program was set up
for some 6300 new dwellings to be built between 2012 and 2015 following this scheme. Due to good
experience with the new subsidy scheme, a second wave of the WBI was initiated in 2015 [52].

Mundt and Amann [52] also point out some drawbacks and risks. While limited-profit housing
companies have to stick to cost-rents throughout the existence of buildings, commercial developers
will be allowed to raise the rent level after 10 years (for new tenants only) to a possibly higher market
level, which generates insecurity about affordability on a longer term. Social targeting is not as strong
as in other schemes, since there are no formal income limits, and the often-used obligation of using the
home as the main residence is not a precondition in this scheme. The financial benefit of low-interest
loans is dependent on the development of market interest rates, and therefore public building plot
reserves were a crucial additional element of the WBI’s success.

A main risk for the city of Vienna lies in paying back loans channeled to housing developers,
but this is mitigated by directing the call at consortia so that the risk is spread across more developers
and financial institutions, often including limited-profit housing companies with very high credit
ratings. Furthermore, the city’s financial involvement through loans is less pronounced in cases where
discounted land for building has been provided by the city itself. Finally, the completed dwellings are
usually cheaper than the market, and allocation and the marketing of the dwellings is not an issue in
the current situation, which reduces the risk of vacancies [52].

4. Italy: Increased Involvement of Communities through Combining Co-Housing and
Cooperative Housing in Affordable Housing Developments and Management

Housing for low-income households in Italy was traditionally provided by regional and local
government agencies, and supported by subsidies from the national government. After the abolishment
of this funding by the end of the 1990s, the production of new low-income housing plummeted. In 2008,
the Italian government introduced an Integrated System of Housing Funds (Sistema Integrato dei Fondi
(SIF)) to support “social housing” as a new form of affordable rental housing tenure in the Italian context.
While low-income housing in Italy was traditionally provided by public actors, the SIF initiative
aimed to boost social housing provided by partnerships that included a mix of not-for-profit, private,
community and government actors. Ferri, Pogliani & Rizzica [53] discuss two projects supported
by SIF-funding, and in particular investigate the advisory role of the Fondazione Housing Sociale
(FHS)—a private, non-profit entity that promotes and carries out social and collaborative housing
projects and supports the creation of partnerships to deliver this innovative type of housing. This is an
example of how a non-profit organization can involve and empower residents in housing development
and management (the community corner of the triangle in Figure 2), while institutional actors retain
strategic control (the state, third-sector and market corners in Figure 2).

The explicit goal of the initiatives investigated by Ferri et al. [53] was not only to develop affordable
housing for lower- and middle-income groups, but also to explicitly create and experiment with
participatory mechanisms for community cohesion in order to foster a sense of belonging to a place of
residence. These participatory mechanisms are captured in social design specifications (e.g., a carefully
designed mixed tenant population), new types of “social management” (e.g., onboarding activities to
support community cohesion) and innovations of participation and social accountability processes (e.g.,
reciprocity-based time banking systems where work hours are used as a community currency) [53].

SIF-funding has created a new source for affordable housing investments. It combines investment
mechanisms developed and tested in the commercial real-estate sector, complemented by innovative
collaborative forms of housing management. The Integrated System of Housing Funds, in total,
comprises an amount of €2.28 billion, €1 billion of which has been invested by the Cassa depositi
e prestiti (a bank closely related to the Italian state), including €140 million by the Ministry of
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Infrastructure and Transport, and €888 million by banks, insurance companies and pension funds.
Since 2008, the Italian social housing sector has grown to the point whereby it is now seen as an
attractive sector to invest in. There are 27 approved local funds spread throughout Italy, comprising
about 220 projects, 14,800 social homes and 6500 beds in temporary or student residences. The fund
aims to support the construction of about 20,000 apartments.

There are also some drawbacks. The projects mostly focus on lower-middle income households.
The capacity to accommodate for the most vulnerable low-income households is limited, because this
could make business unfeasible. In addition, the partnerships needed to develop affordable housing
projects are complex, and involve many government, market, non-profit actors and residents. Expertise,
such as that offered by the Fondazione Housing Sociale, is needed to set-up these partnerships.

The case study authors [53] state that the affordable housing projects discussed constitute a
combination of bottom-up resident involvement, as can be found in bottom-up co-housing initiatives [6]
and housing co-operatives with a more top-down approach to resident participation. The involvement
in the delivery of housing management services is more similar to the co-housing option, while asset
development and management strategies are more top-down oriented.

The affordable housing projects discussed by Ferri et al. [53] mitigate risks in several ways.
These projects aim to reduce housing management risks that could lead to property depreciation
or lower the return on investment (e.g., rent arrears, costs associated with high turnover rates or
anti-social behaviors). These risks are addressed by creating a socially and economically mixed resident
population, and by involving residents in the design and construction of the projects, thus increasing
community cohesion.

5. England: Access to Private Finance for Affordable Housing through Collaboration between
Housing Associations and Local Authorities

Governments in many countries have retreated from direct involvement in the delivery of
affordable housing. In England, council housing has long been a dormant legacy form of social housing,
gradually declining in numbers due to the “right to buy” and housing stock transfers to housing
associations. That situation has recently changed considerably, as explored by Morrison [54].

Increasingly local authorities across the UK are looking for innovative models facilitating them to
take the lead again in delivering affordable homes. Moreover, the national government acknowledges
that local authorities should be part of the solution to help fix the “broken” English housing market,
and has begun to loosen regulatory restrictions in order to allow entrepreneurial local authorities to
innovate and explore different delivery models. There has been a recent surge in local authorities’
interest in setting up joint ventures with non-profit housing associations, particularly as they are able to
access sources of private funding that are not available to local authorities. In her case study, Morrison
explores how the UK’s government regulatory framework has changed, and investigates how these
innovative joint ventures between local authorities and housing associations work.

Local authority Brighton & Hove has taken the lead and established a first-of-its-kind innovative
joint venture with a housing association, Hyde Housing Group, to provide 1000 affordable homes [55].
Housing developments will be genuinely affordable for low-income households, as rent are set
according to national living wages. This limited liability partnership (LLP) innovatively pools
resources and shares costs, risks and financial rewards.

Other local authorities are keen to learn how to set up similar joint ventures with active housing
associations [56]. Specific LLPs can be set up to acquire, fund, develop and own discounted rental and
shared-ownership homes, which reflect the local authorities’ different circumstances and priorities.
There is considerable potential to translate this innovative joint venture funding model into the
European context. For this innovation to take place, a strong political and corporate leadership within
the local authority is necessary [57]. Moreover, it also takes strong government backing for local
authorities to take back the lead in building homes again [58].
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There are large numbers of innovative variations in the use of joint ventures that can be further
explored. These include not just joint ventures between local authorities and single housing associations,
but also the participation of multiple housing associations. Given the potential appetite from
institutional investors, these types of joint ventures can bring in equity investors at the outset or at a
later date. The benefits to all parties are strong [59].

This joint-venture model of development enables local authorities to address local housing needs
much more effectively. It also allows them to secure value increases of land for future reinvestment [55].
Operating through a special purpose vehicle also provides an effective means for both local authorities
and housing associations to set their own rents, thus critically challenging government definitions of
affordability. They also become less beholden to government restrictions on their activities. As public
and non-profit organizations work more closely together across each country, they in turn take control
of the pace of new housing developments. They become less affected by private, profit-driven,
house-building industry practices. By doing so, they start to play a greater role in scaling up affordable
housing delivery and helping to fix “broken” housing markets witnessed across Europe [54].

6. Discussion and Conclusions

The main driver underpinning this article was the increasing hybridity and variety of actors
involved in affordable housing governance, development, management and finance. This contribution
focused in particular on three cases that represent innovative arrangements to involving private actors
and finance in the provision of affordable housing. In this final section, we discuss the findings from
these three cases according to the two main themes of the article: how private actors are stimulated to
participate, and how public housing values are secured by these arrangements.

In the selected case studies, we recognize the increased hybridity in several ways. In the case of
the Wohnbauinitiative in Vienna, hybridity is actively stimulated by the local government program
to provide cheap loans and land to consortia of private and third-sector actors. In Italy, resident
involvement in housing development and management (creating a “community of inhabitants”) is
used to increase social cohesion and strengthen the rental housing sector. In addition, the Italian case
demonstrates how investment funds, developed in the commercial real-estate sector, can be used to
provide social housing. The English case demonstrates how joint-venture hybrids between housing
associations and local authorities can create new opportunities for affordable housing delivery, whilst
also opening up opportunities for private-sector investments.

Whilst the cases are chosen as examples of increased involvement of private actors in affordable
housing, the cases also make clear that there is still an important role of governments in shaping
a framework for affordable housing to be sustained and flourish. All three cases illustrate that
innovations in affordable housing need government support. The Wohnbauinitiative in Vienna is a
government initiative underpinned by government-owned land and low-interest government loans.
In Italy, the social housing investments are in part supported by government contributions. The English
case demonstrates how local governments can develop strategic alliances with non-profit and private
actors to provide affordable housing.

The cases discussed in this article show that affordable housing innovations can be integrated
into national and local housing and urban planning policies. Governments, on various hierarchical
levels, can create favorable conditions for the creation of affordable housing projects by: modifying
legislation and regulation; revising urban planning instruments; acting as initiators, network managers
and housing market regulators; improving urban infrastructure; and devising strategies to provide
land. Land allocation models based on competitive tenders can be applied in other countries where
the local governments have a strong mandate to develop urban and housing policies.

The hybrid forms discussed in this article can have several benefits. They are often less dependent
(costly) on state financial support, which is in a way also logical if they are aimed at the lower
middle-income households and not at the core, traditional, target group of social housing. There
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are also other benefits as well, including the spread of financial risks, tenant empowerment and
community development.

Nevertheless, there are risks, particularly to the safeguarding of public housing values such as
quality, affordability and allocation to specified target groups. Although governance arrangements
mitigate risks on the shorter term, it seems difficult to secure the availability and affordability of
housing, as well as maintaining an increased, active involvement of community actors, tenants and
market actors, in the long run.

Some innovations might altogether challenge the notion of public housing values. The English
case, for example, shows that operating through a special purpose vehicle that is not yet part of national
government regulation can provide policy freedom for both local authorities and housing associations
to determine housing values, specifically by establishing local standards for affordable housing that
challenge national government definitions of affordability (i.e., using the national living wage standard
for affordability instead of the 80% of market rent standard used by the national government).

Many of the innovations explored in this article and other studies are quite recent, and their impact
on the availability of affordable housing are (still) limited or gradually emerging. More research is
needed to explore the transferability of these practices to other contexts. This provides opportunities for
experimentation and intensive collective learning experiences. Additional research also needs to assess
the long-term impacts, and increase our understanding, of the critical success factors of the partnership
hybrids underpinning these innovations. What are the enablers and barriers? Which incentives and
coercive mechanisms are successful in securing the long-term involvement of private-sector actors?
Finally, there is a need for further (international) comparative studies to explore and identify the
transferability potential of these results, and to assess the costs and benefits of these new types of
housing delivery models in greater depth.

Author Contributions: This article was co-created by G.v.B. and V.G.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Acknowledgments: The three case studies explored in the article are the outcomes of a collaborative project of
Delft University of technology, several members of the Working Group Social Housing: Organizations, Institutions
and Governance of the European Network for Housing Research (ENHR), and several members of the European
Federation for Living (EFL). We want to thank all involved for their contribution.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

1. Van Bortel, G.; Gruis, V.; Nieuwenhuijzen, J.; Pluijmers, B. Affordable Housing Governance and Finance:
Innovations, Partnerships and Comparative Perspectives; Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group: Abingdon, UK,
2019.

2. Haffner, M.; Hoekstra, J.; Oxley, M.; Van der Heijden, H. Bridging the Gap between Social and Market Rented
Housing in Six European Countries? IOS Press under the imprint of Delft University Press: Amsterdam,
The Netherlands, 2009.

3. Haffner, M.; Hoekstra, J.; Tang, C.; Oxley, M. Institutional Investment in Social Rental Housing–France,
the Netherlands and the United Kingdom Explored. In Proceedings of the ENHR 2015 Conference Housing
and Cities in a time of change: Are we focusing on People? Lisbon, Portugal, 1 July 2015.

4. Hoekstra, J. Affordable Rental Housing Produced by Private Rental Landlords: The Case of France; Paper Written as
Part of the Project on Boosting the Supply of Affordable Rented Housing: Learning from Other Countries;
Centre for Comparative Housing Research De Montfort University: Leicester, UK; Places for People: London,
UK, 2013.

5. Czischke, D. Collaborative housing and housing providers: Towards an analytical framework of
multistakeholder collaboration in housing coproduction. Int. J. Hous. Policy 2017. [CrossRef]

6. Krokfors, K. Co-Housing in the Making. Built Environ. 2012, 38, 309–314. [CrossRef]
7. Tummers, L. Introduction to the special issue: Towards a long-term perspective of self-managed collaborative

housing initiatives. Urban Res. Pract. 2015, 8, 1–4. [CrossRef]

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2017.1331593
http://dx.doi.org/10.2148/benv.38.3.309
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17535069.2015.1011421


Urban Sci. 2019, 3, 52 12 of 14

8. Verhoeven, I.; Tonkens, E. Talking Active Citizenship: Framing Welfare State Reform in England and the
Netherlands. Soc. Policy Soc. 2013, 12, 415–426. [CrossRef]

9. Voorberg, W.; Bekkers, V.; Tummers, L. A Systematic Review of Co-Creation and Co- Production: Embarking
on the social innovation journey. Public Manag. Rev. 2014, 17, 1333–1357. [CrossRef]

10. Clark, B.Y.; Brudney, J.L.; Jang, S.G. Coproduction of Government Services and the New Information
Technology: Investigating the Distributional Biases. Public Adm. Rev. 2013, 73, 687–701. [CrossRef]

11. Dunston, R.; Lee, A.; Boud, D.; Brodie, P.; Chiarella, M. Co-Production and Health System
Reform—Re-Imagining to Re-Making. Aust. J. Public Adm. 2009, 68, 39–52. [CrossRef]

12. Osborne, S. Delivering Public Services: Time for a New Theory? Public Manag. Rev. 2010, 12, 1–10. [CrossRef]
13. Osborne, S. (Ed.) The New Public Governance, Emerging Perspectives on the Theory and Practice of Public

Governance; Routledge: New York, NY, USA, 2010.
14. Pestoff, V. Collective Action and the sustainability of Co-production. Public Manag. Rev. 2014, 16, 383–401.

[CrossRef]
15. Pestoff, V. Citizens as Co-Producers of Welfare Services: Preschool Services in Eight European Countries.

Public Manag. Rev. 2006, 8, 503–519. [CrossRef]
16. Pestoff, V. A Democratic Architecture for the Welfare State: Promoting Citizen Participation, the Third Sector and

Co-Production; Routledge: New York, NY, USA, 2008.
17. Tang, C.; Oxley, M.; Mekic, D. Meeting commercial and social goals: Institutional investment in the housing

association sector. Hous. Stud. 2017, 32, 411–427. [CrossRef]
18. European Union. Cities of Tomorrow; European Union: Brussels, Belgium, 2011.
19. EU Urban Agenda Housing Partnership. Guidance Paper on EU Regulation & Public Support for Housing; EU

Urban Agenda Housing Partnership: Brussels, Belgium, 2017.
20. Large European Cities. Resolution for Social Housing in Europe. 2013. Available online: https://www.eesc.

europa.eu/resources/docs/resolution-for-social-housing-in-europe.pdf (accessed on 18 February 2019).
21. Czischke, D.; Van Bortel, G. An exploration of concepts and polices on affordable housing in England, Italy,

Poland and the Netherlands. J. Hous. Built Environ. 2018, 1–21. [CrossRef]
22. Haffner, M.; Boumeester, H. The Affordability of Housing in the Netherlands: An Increasing Income Gap

Between Renting and Owning? Hous. Stud. 2010, 25, 799–820. [CrossRef]
23. Bevir, M. Governance: A Very Short Introduction; Oxford University Press: Oxford, UK, 2013.
24. Hoekstra, J. Divergence in European Welfare and Housing Systems. Ph.D. Thesis, Delft University, Delft,

The Netherlands, 2010.
25. De Bruijn, J.A.; Ten Heuvelhof, E.F. Sturingsinstrumenten voor de overheid; over complexe netwerken en een tweede

generatie sturingsinstrumenten [Steering Instruments for the State, on Complex Networks and Second Generation
Steering Instruments]; Stenfert Kroeze: Leiden, The Netherlands, 1991.

26. Scharpf, F.W. (Ed.) Coordination in hierarchies and networks. In Games in Hierarchies and Networks, Analytical
and Empirical Approaches to the Study of Governance Institution; Westview Press: Boulder, CO, USA, 1993;
pp. 125–165.

27. Koffijberg, J. Getijden Van Beleid: Omslagpunt in Volkshuisvesting. Over De Rol Van Hiërarchie En Netwerken Bij
Grote Veranderingen. [Tides of Policy: Turning Points in Public Housing. On the Role of Hierarchy and Networks in
the Management of Change]; Delft University Press: Delft, The Netherlands, 2005.

28. Van Bortel, G.; Elsinga, M. A Network Perspective on the Organization of Social Housing in the Netherlands:
The Case of Urban Renewal in The Hague. Hous. Built Environ. 2007, 24, 93–101. [CrossRef]

29. Rhodes, R. Understanding Governance, Policy Networks, Governance, Reflexivity and Accountability; Open
University Press: Milton Keynes, UK, 1997.

30. Davies, J. The governance of urban regeneration: A critique of the ‘governing without government’ thesis.
Public Adm. 2002, 80, 301–322. [CrossRef]

31. Davies, J. Challenging Governance Theory; The Policy Press: Bristol, UK, 2011.
32. Jones, P.; Evans, J. Urban renewal, governance and the state: Exploring notions of distance and proximity.

Urban Stud. 2006, 43, 1491–1509. [CrossRef]
33. Van Bortel, G. Sociale Huisvesting en de invloed van de EU-staatssteunregels [Social housing and the

impact of EU State Aid rules]. In Twintig jaar Vlaamse Wooncode: Hoe sterk is porcelain [Twenty Years Flemish
Housing Code: How Strong is Porcelain]; Hubeau, B., Vandromme, T., Eds.; Die keure: Brugge, Belgium, 2017;
pp. 241–255.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S1474746413000158
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2014.930505
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/puar.12092
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8500.2008.00608.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14719030903495232
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2013.841460
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14719030601022882
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2016.1210098
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/resources/docs/resolution-for-social-housing-in-europe.pdf
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/resources/docs/resolution-for-social-housing-in-europe.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10901-018-9598-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2010.511472
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10901-009-9134-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-9299.00305
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00420980600749951


Urban Sci. 2019, 3, 52 13 of 14

34. Oxley, M.; Brown, T.; Richardson, J.; Lishman, R. Boosting the Supply of Affordable Rented Housing: Learning
from Other Countries; De Montfort University and Places for People: Leicester, UK, 2014.

35. Czischke, D. Managing social rental housing in the EU: A comparative study. Int. J. Hous. Policy 2009, 9,
121–151. [CrossRef]

36. Rhodes, M.L.; Mullins, D. Market Concepts, Coordination Mechanisms and New Actors in Social Housing.
Eur. J. Hous. Policy 2009, 9, 107–119. [CrossRef]

37. Gruis, V.; Nieboer, N. Asset Management in the Social Rental Sector. Policy and Practice in Europe and Australia
in Europe and Australia; Gruis, V., Nieboer, N., Eds.; Springer/Kluwer Academic Publishers: Dordrecht,
The Netherlands, 2004.

38. Elsinga, M.; Lind, H. The effect of EU-legislation on rental systems in Sweden and the Netherlands. Hous.
Stud. 2013, 28, 960–970. [CrossRef]

39. Mullins, D.; Czischke, D.; Van Bortel, G. Exploring the Meaning of Hybridity and Social Enterprise in
Housing Organisations. Hous. Stud. 2012, 27, 405–417. [CrossRef]

40. Anheier, H. Governance and Leadership in Hybrid Organisations. Comparative and Interdisciplinary; Perspectives
(Background Paper); Centre for Social Investment, University of Heidelberg: Heidelberg, Germany, 2011.

41. Billis, D. Hybrid Organizations and the Third Sector. Challenges for Practice, Theory and Policy; Billis, D., Ed.;
Palgrave Macmillan: Basingstoke, UK, 2010.

42. Blessing, A. Magical or monstrous? Hybridity in social housing governance. Hous. Stud. 2012, 27, 189–207.
[CrossRef]

43. Mullins, D. Exploring change in the housing association sector in England using the Delphi method. Hous.
Stud. 2006, 21, 227–251. [CrossRef]

44. Scott, W.R. Institutions and Organisations, 2nd ed.; Sage: London, UK, 2001.
45. Thornton, P.H. Markets from Culture. Institutional Logics and Organisational Decisions in Higher Education

Publishing; Stanford University Press: Stanford, CA, USA, 2004.
46. Czischke, D.; Gruis, V.; Mullins, D. Conceptualising Social Enterprise in Housing Organisations. Hous. Stud.

2012, 27, 418–437. [CrossRef]
47. Brandsen, T.; Van den Donk, W.; Putters, K. Griffins or Chameleons? Hybridity as a permanent and inevitable

characteristic of the third sector. Int. J. Public Adm. 2005, 28, 749–765. [CrossRef]
48. Pestoff, V. Third Sector and co-operative services: An alternative to privatisation. J. Consum. Policy 1992, 15,

21–45. [CrossRef]
49. Zijderveld, A.C. The Waning of the Welfare State: The End of Comprehensive State Succor; Transaction Publishers:

New Brunswick, NB, Canada, 1999.
50. Buckingham, H. Capturing Diversity: A Typology of Third Sector Organisations’ Responses to Contracting Based on

Empirical Evidence from Homelessness Services; TSRC Working Paper 41; TSRC: Birmingham, UK, 2010.
51. Van Bortel, G. Networks and Fault lines. A network perspective on the Role of Housing Associations

in Neighbourhood Renewal. Ph.D. Thesis, Delft Universtity of Technology, AB+E Press, Delft,
The Netherlands, 2016.

52. Mundt, A.; Amman, W. “Wiener Wohnbauinitiative”: A new financing vehicle for affordable housing in
Vienna, Austria. In Affordable Housing Governance and Finance: Innovations, Partnerships and Comparative
Perspectives; Van Bortel, G., Gruis, V., Nieuwenhuijzen, J., Pluijmers, B., Eds.; Routledge, Taylor and Francis
Group: Abingdon, UK, 2019; pp. 187–208.

53. Ferri, G.; Pogliani, L.; Rizzica, C. Towards a collaborative way of living: innovating social and affordable
housing in Italy. In Affordable Housing Governance and Finance: Innovations, Partnerships and Comparative
Perspectives; Van Bortel, G., Gruis, V., Nieuwenhuijzen, J., Pluijmers, B., Eds.; Routledge, Taylor and Francis
Group: Abingdon, UK, 2019; pp. 59–86.

54. Morrison, N. Innovative affordable housing finance delivery model in England. In Affordable Housing
Governance and Finance: Innovations, Partnerships and Comparative Perspectives; Van Bortel, G., Gruis, V.,
Nieuwenhuijzen, J., Pluijmers, B., Eds.; Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group: Abingdon, UK, 2019;
pp. 230–242.

55. Hyde. Brighton-Hove to Get 1,000 Affordable Homes. 2017. Available online: www.hyde-housing.co.uk/

news/building-homes/brighton-hove-to-get-1-000-affordable-homes/ (accessed on 12 February 2019).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14616710902920223
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14616710902920199
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2013.803044
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2012.689171
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2012.649469
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02673030500484836
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2012.677017
http://dx.doi.org/10.1081/PAD-200067320
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/BF01016352
www.hyde-housing.co.uk/news/building-homes/brighton-hove-to-get-1-000-affordable-homes/
www.hyde-housing.co.uk/news/building-homes/brighton-hove-to-get-1-000-affordable-homes/


Urban Sci. 2019, 3, 52 14 of 14

56. Greater London Authority (GLA). New Delivery Models. 2017. Available online: www.london.gov.uk/what-
we-do/housing-and-land/housing-and-land-publications/new-delivery-models-homes-londoners-sub
(accessed on 6 March 2019).

57. Town and Country Planning Association (TCPA). How Can Councils Secure the Delivery of More Affordable
Homes? New Models, Partnerships and Innovations; TCPA: London, UK, 2017.

58. Hackett, P. Delivering the Renaissance in Council-Built Homes: The Rise of Local Housing Companies; The Smith
Institute: London, UK, 2017.

59. Oxley, M.; Tang, C.; Lizieri, C.; Mansley, N.; Mekic, D.; Haffner, M.; Hoekstra, J. Prospects for Institutional
Investment in Social Housing; Investment Property Forum: London, UK, 2015.

© 2019 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/housing-and-land/housing-and-land-publications/new-delivery-models-homes-londoners-sub
www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/housing-and-land/housing-and-land-publications/new-delivery-models-homes-londoners-sub
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Key Concepts 
	Affordable Housing 
	Housing Governance 
	Housing Finance 
	Hybridity in Housing 

	Austria: Increased Involvement of Market Actors through a New Financing Vehicle for Affordable Housing 
	Italy: Increased Involvement of Communities through Combining Co-Housing and Cooperative Housing in Affordable Housing Developments and Management 
	England: Access to Private Finance for Affordable Housing through Collaboration between Housing Associations and Local Authorities 
	Discussion and Conclusions 
	References

