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 Background 
 
Housing is a basic human right, recognised by Article 25 of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights1, and one of the most fundamental human needs. However, it has occupied a 
relatively weak position within systems of welfare when compared to other domains of social 
policy, such as social protection/security, health, and education. In most countries, housing is 
largely a market commodity modified by subsidies and regulation (Kemeny 2001) and is by 
far the largest single item in household budgets. It can absorb a significant proportion 
household income, affecting food choices, healthcare needs, and educational prospects.  
 
Housing not only affects the wellbeing of individuals and aspects of social inclusion and 
exclusion (Somerville, Sprigings 2005), but also shapes the quality of the built environment 
Williams 2015). In capital cities, where there is a high demand for housing, but also 
limitations in terms of land and housing supply, widening economic inequality is aggravating 
housing costs that exceed what low to middle income families can afford. Spiralling house 
prices are creating a global urban housing affordability crisis (Wetzstein 2017).  
 
Excessive housing costs are a barrier to the supply of lower income workers and are 
increasing the prevalence of poor housing conditions, related to overcrowding, insecurity of 
tenure, and in some cases homelessness, reflecting in many ways a civilizational setback in 
those areas.  
 
There is increasing political and academic interest in investigating approaches and tools to 
help solve this unfortunate urban and social crisis. This report focuses upon the relationship 
between land-use planning and housing, as the planning system has been used by public 
authorities to influence the volume, type, location and affordability of new housing. As 
emphasised by Oxley (2004), it may be expected that in addition to the instruments of 
housing policy, planning tools can also have some effect in making housing more affordable 
for certain sections of the population. However, as international comparative analysis has 
exposed, the type and degree of government influence on planning and housing depend on 
the history, politics and values of each society, thus justifying the comparative perspective 
adopted by this project. 

  

                                                 
1 Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for their health and well-being and that of their family, 

including food, clothing, housing, medical care, and necessary social services. 
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 Aim of the research 

The aim of this research is to investigate how land-use planning has contributed to the 
provision of affordable housing for low income people within new developments in three 
capital cities - Copenhagen, Lisbon, and London - and how it has contributed to the mix of 
housing tenures within new developments. It focuses upon the last 10 years and on 
Copenhagen, Lisbon, and London. More specifically, it examines:  Have public authorities 
attempted to mandate or encourage developers to incorporate a proportion of affordable 
homes into their market-driven developments? What has been the relevance of requiring on 
site affordable housing provision as part of general market developments, and as a condition 
of planning approval? How have they done so? What has been accomplished and what has 
been learnt so far? 
 
This report presents some of the key findings of the fieldwork carried out in London, Lisbon 
and Copenhagen between January and July 2019. Its insights are intended to stimulate 
debate on how to best translate findings into policy and practice during a workshop 
convened by the Cambridge Centre for Housing & Planning that will take place in 
Cambridge, on 2 December 2019.  Some of the findings gathered during the fieldwork in the 
context of interviews and site visits, have not been included in this report. They will be 
explored in further works. 
 

 Methods 

Bearing in mind that knowledge and practices are culturally bound and relative, the research 
methodology employed interpretive methods to scrutinise policies and practices in relation 
to their specific social, cultural, and political contexts. Because knowledge is, in the first place, 
constructed according to the cognitive structures of human thinking and relates to lived 
experience and the understandings that ensue, a crucial part of this research involved 
qualitative methods, i.e. interviews and thematic data analysis, in order to grasp how 
policymakers, local practitioners, consultants and experts interpret, use, or evaluate the 
potential of planning tools to provide social and affordable housing.  
 
There were several stages in the methods employed to undertake this study. 
 
The first step in the research was to undertake a literature review in order to consolidate 
existing knowledge of the current research on housing and planning and the regulatory 
frameworks used for the provision of social and affordable housing in each country. 
 













 

9 

 

 Planning for affordable housing: an introduction 
 

 Policy goals and means 

Comparing the formulation and implementation of policies is an important task as it can be a 
source of policy learning, generating feedback that will help to inform future rounds of 
policy-making. It can also promote dialogue, the exchange of ideas, and create collective 
learning around what can be done. 
 
This is crucial because governments, at the same stage of economic development, have a 
choice between different options. They can, for example, choose to promote home 
ownership, the rental sector, or opt for tenure neutrality, trying to offer similar conditions for 
those owning or renting a dwelling. Alternatively, they may adopt a residual model of social 
housing reserved for the poorest segments of the population or promote a more universal 
model that aimed at providing good quality rental housing at cost price. 
 
Comparative studies have identified trends of internationalisation of policy design, with 
concepts and instruments travelling across borders (Peck, Theodore 2015). However, it 
should be emphasised that some ideas seem more likely to travel (e.g. right to buy) than 
others (land value capture), especially since the 2008 global financial crisis, which reinforced 
the alignment between post-2008 austerity politics and longer-running processes of 
neoliberal urbanism (Theodore 2019).  
 
Research developed in different countries and cities, such as, for example, Olesen & Carter 
(2018), who have shown a public policy shift from traditional statist to more privatised 
models of service delivery; or Branco & Alves (2019) who have scrutinised the dimensions of 
discourse and sociocultural practice in the field of housing renewal in Portugal-, has shown 
that periods of crisis and austerity (such as the one that followed the stock market crash of 
2008), have actually supported more liberal thinking, grounded in the allegedly virtues of the 
market. 
 
At various levels of government, the way problems are discursively formulated and 
articulated, given that this contains an explicit or implicit diagnosis as to what the problem is 
and how it should be addressed, allows us to understand the processes of decision making, 
in terms of goals, and the selection of techniques from a toolbox that policymakers use to 
attain their goals. However, this process is highly constrained by aspects of credibility, 
financial capacity, fiscality, etc., and it also depends upon an understanding of the costs and 
benefits associated with different policy tools or instruments vis à vis the problems identified 
at the agenda setting stage. 
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Information-based (brownfield 
registration) 
 
Planning exemption to facilitate the 
conversion of commercial and 
industrial properties into homes 
 

Source: Author 
 
It is also important also to note that, whilst Howlett & Cashore (2014) emphasise the 
relevance of policy as a set of interrelated decisions taken by political actors or a group of 
actors that concerns the selection of goals and the means of achieving them within a specific 
situation, Zittoun (2014) claims that, beyond politics and policymaking, administration and 
routines play a significant role with regard to public policy. At different levels of 
administration, policy goals and means are negotiated and produced in the context of 
specific social and institutional practices. Whilst policies define corridors of action (e.g. in 
terms of goals and means), there is a margin of subjective interpretation (related to 
individual knowledge and values), and a range of factors and circumstances limit what is 
actually achieved.  
 

 Systems of land use planning, planning policies and practices 

According to Nadin and Stead (2008), two main approaches can be used to classify spatial 
planning systems. The first starts with a classification of the legal and administrative 
structures within which planning operates, while the second applies a wider set of criteria to 
identify ideal types of planning. The former makes an essential distinction between 
regulatory planning systems that use zoning to classify and qualify the permissibility of land 
uses (e.g. Portugal and Denmark, in line with most Continental European systems) as 
opposed to discretionary systems in which plans only have indicative force, (e.g. England, 
where decisions are determined case by case). In both cases, the public sector owns the 
development rights independently of any private ownership of land, and every development 
must obtain planning permission.  
 
In England, planning permissions are determined on a case by case basis: decisions are taken 
in accordance with the local development plan unless other material considerations indicate 
otherwise (Sheppard & Ritchie 2016). Local planning authorities may enter into site by site 
negotiations with developers or landowners regarding the conditions for the granting of 
planning permission. Developers may be asked to provide necessary, relevant and 
reasonable contributions for infrastructure in several ways. For example, in areas of high 
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It is worth noting that in, 2011, in a state of near bankruptcy, Portugal acceded to a 
programme of economic and financial adjustment applied by the Troika (the European 
Commission, the European Central Bank, and the International Monetary Fund), in which 
Portugal received a loan of 78bn Euros, but agreed to a memorandum of understanding with 
creditors to implement a package of austerity measures which included the reduction of 
investment in the housing sector and liberalization of the private rental sector in 2012 (Alves 
& Branco 2019).  
 
Figure 3 Social protection expenditure, by function (%) in 2015 

 
Table 5 shows the tenure structure of housing markets in the three countries and their 
capital cities. It is interesting to note the more even balance between rental and ownership in 
the capital cities than in the countries as a whole, as a result of path-dependencies, like the 
introduction of the right to buy in England, or the continuing priority of supporting home 
ownership in Portugal (see Annex 1). As the result, the rented sector varies considerably 
across countries, ranging from 20% in Portugal, 37% in England, to 42% in Denmark. 
 
  



 

16 

 

Table 5 Tenure structure of housing markets (in percentage of total dwelling stock) 
 Owner 

occupied 
Private 
renting 

Social 
housing 

Other 
situation 

England 
(2015) 

63% 20% 17% 0% 

London 
metropolitan 

50% 26% 24% 0% 

Portugal 73% 18% 2% 0% 

Lisbon  
metropolitan 

67% 24% 3% 6% 

Lisbon 
(municipality) 

52% 35% 6% 7% 

Source: INE (2011), GLA (2017) 
 
 Owner 

occupied 
Private 
renting 

Housing 
societies 
(andels) 

Non-profit 
building 
societies 
 

Others 
(Occupied by 
the tenant) 

Denmark 57% 17% 6% 17% 3% 

Region 
Copenhagen 

45% 14% 14% 22% 5% 

Copenhagen  
(municipality) 

22% 21% 31% 19% 7% 

Source: Statistics Denmark (2019) 
 
Statistical data also shows that there is no direct relationship between the proportion of 
homeowners and the economic prosperity of a country (measured by GDP per capita). 
Furthermore, government policy, in terms of tax (e.g. in respect to owner occupation or the 
private rented sector), subsidy (e.g. income benefits for private tenants), and regulation, are 
important explanatory factors that modify tenure preference or the capacity to access the 
different tenures. 
 
Kemeny (1995) explains the long structuration of rental sectors using reasons related to 
ideology and power relations, distinguishing between two typologies of housing models: 
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Figure 5 Housing cost overburden rate by tenure status from 2010-2017 in Portugal 
and United Kingdom 
 
A - Owner, with mortgage or loan B - Owner, no outstanding mortgage or 

housing loan 

  

  
C - Tenant, rent at market price D - Tenant, rent at reduced price or free 

  

  
Source: EU-SILC (2019)  
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for an affordable 
housing 
contribution 

Planning 
concessions 

Where planning 
rules vary for 
affordable 
housing 
development or to 
enable low-cost 
market housing 

Yes ? Yes 

Negotiated 
agreements 

Where affordable 
housing 
contributions are 
negotiated on a 
case-by-case basis 
(although a policy 
framework to 
inform these 
negotiations may 
still apply) 

Yes  Yes  Yes. 
Operações de 
perequação, which 
aims for 
equalisation via 
transferable 
development 
rights and land re-
adjustment 

Impact fees Where financial 
contributions from 
developers are 
paid to offset the 
impact of a 
project on 
affordable 
housing demand 
or supply 

Yes ? Cash or in-kind 
contributions to 
mitigate the 
impacts of 
development in 
terms of 
infrastructure, not 
affordable housing 

Source: Author, based on Gurran et al (2018). 
 
In England, the inclusion of affordable housing is a material condition to make a 
development acceptable in planning terms. 
 

In our planning policies, there's a simple expectation that a private developer 
will have to deliver affordable housing, so they will have to make those 
portions of the housing available to people who will operate them at those rent 
levels. So, say a private developer has acquired an old industrial site, wants to 
build a block of flats and it's got a hundred flats in it, and we simply say to 






































































































