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Abstract 
 
Belgium is a federal state with three regions. Since 1980, housing policy has come within the remit of the 
regions. Flanders is the largest of the three Belgian regions and one of the wealthiest regions of Europe. From 
earlier research we know that average housing quality and affordability in Flanders are good but that for a 
significant fraction of the population the constitutional right to decent and affordable housing is not realised. In 
this paper we add an international perspective to this research. We use EU-SILC data and available housing 
statistics to compare housing quality and affordability in Flanders with the other two Belgian regions and other 
European countries. We also investigate differences between socio-economic groups in each region. The paper 
concludes by setting out a number of hypotheses that seek to explain the observed discrepancies. A significant 
factor is that owner-occupied housing has long been a pillar of the welfare state in Belgium. A large number of 
households, however, that do not have the opportunity or do not wish to invest in owner-occupied housing, are 
left out in the cold. Individuals on low incomes who are at risk of poverty and households with only one adult 
have particular problems with housing quality and affordability.  
 
	  
	  
Introduction 
 
 
Belgium is a federal state with three regions. Since 1980, housing policy has come within the remit of 
the regions. For a long time the three regions therefore had a shared history in terms of housing policy. 
After 1980 their paths diverged, although important aspects of housing policy remained within the 
federal remit, specifically taxation on housing and legislation governing private tenancies.  
 
Flanders has the largest population of the three regions. It is one of the wealthiest regions in Europe. 
Wallonia is less wealthy. The Brussels Region, comprising the city of Brussels and the surrounding 
municipalities, is a highly urbanised region with a much smaller population. 
 
The key question addressed by this paper is how the affordability and quality of housing in Flanders 
compares with the situation in the other two regions of Belgium and also in other European countries. 
Making comparisons between the three Belgian regions is useful because these are three regions with 
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identical welfare and housing regimes, but with their own characteristics in terms of wealth, housing 
markets and housing policy. These data allow us to test one of the key messages put forward by 
Stephens et al. (2010) on the link between welfare regimes and housing systems, on the one hand, and 
housing outcomes on the other.  
In this paper we begin by briefly defining a theoretical framework. After making a few notes on the 
Belgian welfare state and on the housing market and poverty in Belgium, we present the key results of 
housing analyses based on EU-SILC data. We first place these data in an international perspective and 
then look at differences between the three Belgian regions in terms of specific groups. The populations 
are analysed by income, age, tenure status and poverty status. We discuss the results with reference to 
similar analyses carried out for other European countries and finally propose hypotheses to explain the 
position of Flanders and Belgium in an international context and draw conclusions on the links 
between housing systems and the resulting housing situation. 
 
 
Theoretical framework  
 
There is relatively little literature that seeks to account for differences in housing outcomes. 
Comparative research into housing is mainly descriptive. The well-known welfare regimes described 
by Esping-Andersen (1990) and Kemeny (1995) are often used.  
Esping-Andersen identifies three characteristic welfare regimes: the social-democratic regime (in the 
Scandinavian countries except Finland), the liberal regime (e.g. in Anglo-Saxon countries) and the 
corporatist or conservative welfare regime. This classification system is based on three criteria: the 
level of decommodification or the extent to which the government makes the welfare of citizens 
independent of their participation in the labour market, the role of residual systems (social assistance) 
and the extent to which stratification and inequalities (continue to) exist in society. According to the 
Esping-Andersen typology Belgium - together with Germany, France, Austria and others - has a 
corporatist regime. This is characterised by a link between social security and participation in the 
labour market and pronounced differences exist depending on employment type (stratification). 
Benefits are fairly generous and are oriented towards maintaining standards of living (high level of 
decommodification). There is a residual system of social assistance for those people who are not 
insured through employment. The corporatist welfare state is based on the breadwinner model. Less 
attention is devoted to combining work and care and to active employment policy than in the social-
democratic system. In the latter, the level of employment among women is significantly higher, which 
points to a lower level of stratification in society. Income distributions are also narrower in countries 
with social-democratic regimes since decommodification is maximised. These regimes provide a large 
number of universal measures, generous benefits and extensive social coverage of risks, but with 
higher wage costs and a higher tax burden. The liberal model minimises the role of the state, 
individualises risks and promotes the market.  In comparison with the liberal regime, the role of the 
market is more limited in the other two regimes. Finally, some authors consider that a fourth, 
Mediterranean regime can also be identified in the countries of southern Europe (Spain, Italy, Greece) 
with a lower level of decommodification and with the family playing a more central role.  
 
The Esping-Andersen typology does not take housing into consideration. In Kemeny (1995) however, 
the housing system is the central focus. Kemeny distinguishes two (rental) housing models. Under the 
dual model, the government separates non-profit renting from the private rented housing market and 
uses it as a safety net in the form of a strictly controlled public rented sector. Since access to the public 
rented sector is restricted to households with low incomes and many households do not find the 
private rented sector attractive with its high rents and limited protection for tenants, demand is mainly 
diverted towards the owner-occupied sector. In the unitary model, an independent and often large non-
profit rented sector competes in the housing market with the for-profit rented sector and the owner-
occupied sector, targeting large sections of the population and enjoying no specific government 
protection or support. In Kemeny's classification, Belgium does not operate under this model. Winters 
& Elsinga (2009) argue that Flanders displays many features of a dual system of rented housing. As 
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will be explained further in this paper, Wallonia and Brussels have very similar housing policies to 
Flanders, so it can be argued that these regions are also examples of dual rented housing systems. 
The links between welfare and housing systems and housing outcomes are rarely studied. Stephens et 
al. (2009) tried to fill this gap in the literature by developing a theoretical framework to address the 
links between welfare regimes, housing systems and housing outcomes. The study used quantitative 
and qualitative methods to investigate some of these links. Six countries were selected to provide a 
range of different types of welfare regimes: Germany, Hungary, the Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden 
and the UK. The data we present in this paper for the three Belgian regions provide additional 
information to test some of the hypotheses put forward by Stephens et al. More specifically we test the 
hypotheses that housing outcomes among the poor are driven by housing conditions in the country as a 
whole and that housing policy can help to weaken but cannot remove the links between income 
poverty and poor housing outcomes. 
 
 
The Belgian housing market 
 
Figure 1. Distribution of the whole population by tenure status, Belgian regions and EU-27 countries, 
2009.  
 

 
Source: Eurostat Housing Statistics, EU-SILC, ADSEI 
NB: 

- no data are available for Germany 
- due to the definitions used, there is no 'social housing' in the Netherlands and Denmark, although it does 

actually represent a large proportion of the market in those countries.  
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Region 7.9% of people live in homes rented at below-market rents, which is well below the average of 
14% for the EU-27.  In both Wallonia and Brussels, this 'social' rented market represents slightly 
larger proportions of housing at 9.5% and 13.2% respectively. 
In 2010 the average price of a home in the Flemish Region was €184,000, with equivalent prices of 
€133,000 in the Walloon Region and €311,000 in the Brussels Region. Prices in the first two regions 
are therefore lower than in most countries for which data are available, while housing prices in 
Brussels are very high (Doll & Haffner, 2010).  
During the years leading up to the economic crisis there were rapid price increases in the Belgian 
property market, just as in other countries (figure 2). This rise was most pronounced during the period 
from 2004 to 2007 and it was considerably stronger in the Brussels Region than in the other two 
regions (Winters & Elsinga, 2011). It was noticeable, however, that when prices fell in other countries 
following the crisis, they continued to rise in Belgium. During this period, however, price rises were 
only seen in the Flemish Region.  
 
Figure 2. Evolution of nominal house prices in European countries (1996=100), period from 1996 to 
2009 
 

 
Source: European Mortgage Federation (2006 and 2010) and own calculations 
 
 
Not only house prices, but also rents in the private market

1
 are rather low in Flanders in comparison 

with those countries for which data are available (Doll & Haffner, 2010). As in countries like the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1
There are no figures available for Wallonia.  
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United Kingdom, Spain and Italy, there is a major difference in prices between the regulated and 
unregulated markets. In 2005 the average annual rent in the private rented market in the Flemish 
Region was €5,172, while for social housing it was €3,096 (Heylen et al., 2007). In other countries, 
such as Sweden, Finland and Austria, there is only a small difference between these two parts of the 
market.  
When corrected for family composition and expressed in terms of purchasing power parity, which 
corrects for wealth disparities between countries, the average rent in Belgium was below the EU 
average in 2001 based on the EU-SILC. Rents in Germany, Sweden and Denmark, for example, are 
significantly higher. In Spain, Ireland and Portugal, on the other hand, average rents are much lower 
(Turnet & Yang, 2006). According to data from the EU-SILC, rents in the private market in Belgium 
were higher on average in Brussels (€476) than in Flanders (€427) and Wallonia (€378). It is 
noticeable that average rents for social housing in Wallonia are no higher than €216, which is €40 
lower than in the other two regions (Heylen & Haffner, 2010). 
 
 
Welfare regime and housing policy in Belgium 
 
As we have mentioned above, Belgium, like its neighbouring countries, is considered to belong to the 
group of countries with corporatist welfare regimes. This means a high level of decommodification 
and stratification with a residual social assistance system (see above). Nevertheless there are clear 
similarities and differences between the countries that have such regimes. Maintaining living standards 
- also referred to as the equivalence principle - is the fundamental starting point behind the social 
security systems in both Belgium and Germany. Social entitlements and benefits are determined on the 
basis of previous participation in work and the payment of contributions. In many cases benefit 
payments are therefore calculated as a percentage of salary. Unlike in Germany, however, the 
principle of equivalence in Belgium has been extensively watered down by the introduction of both 
floor and ceiling levels and the extension of social security to cover those who do not work.  As a 
result there is less income inequality between benefit claimants than, for example, in Germany. The 
Belgian welfare regime, like the French regime, is strongly differentiated by employment status and is 
implemented on the basis of socio-cultural "pillars" (trade unions and mutual health insurers). It places 
a strong emphasis on the family, with high family allowances and increases in benefits for dependents. 
In comparison with the Netherlands, the main difference is the absence of fixed universal benefit 
payments, which tend to be more of a feature of the social-democratic regime. The regime in the 
Netherlands also has more extensive second and third pillar pensions provision, more generous social 
assistance and less emphasis on the family (Andries, 1997). In comparison with other EU and OECD 
countries, Belgium has a relatively large number of benefit claimants, which puts pressure on the level 
of benefits. In comparison with the Netherlands, for example, more people are entitled to 
unemployment benefits and pensions but the level of those benefits is significantly lower. Statutory 
pensions are currently being eroded in Belgium. The Belgian welfare state - like the French and 
German systems - is seen as a rigid structure. Far-reaching (and necessary) reforms to maintain the 
long-term viability of the system are politically difficult to bring about (Andries, 1997; Pacolet, 2008).  
Housing policy came into being in Belgium in the late nineteenth century. The first housing act in 
1889 was focused mainly on increasing home ownership (Winters & De Decker, 2009). This emphasis 
has continued to this day. While the concept of 'asset-based welfare' is beginning to gain currency 
elsewhere in Europe, home ownership policy in Belgium has long been one of the cornerstones of the 
welfare state. Home ownership is a way of building up wealth and results in lower housing costs once 
the mortgage has been repaid. In that sense it is a kind of pension (Winters & Elsinga, 2011; De 
Decker & De Wilde, 2010; Devos et al., 1991; Pacolet, 1998). 
 
In Belgium, a homeowner pays tax on the theoretical rental income payable for their home.  This 
income, however, is underestimated. There is also a system of tax deductions which are intended to 
encourage home ownership. In 2005 the 'home bonus' was introduced. This is a fixed deduction as a 
result of which the tax benefits of home ownership are now even greater than they were under the 
previous system (Valenduc, 2008). This tax measure is applied in the same way in all three regions.  
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Legislation governing private tenancies falls within the remit of the federal government, so that private 
rented housing is subject to the same rules in all three regions (with the exception of quality 
monitoring). This legislation on private rented housing is based on the principle of contractual 
freedom (Dambre, 2008) The initial rent is freely negotiated but once the contract has been signed 
annual increases can only take place in accordance with the "health index". Contracts are, in principle, 
concluded for nine years, but departures from this rule are allowed.  
 
To a large extent the three Belgian Regions therefore have a common policy framework in the domain 
of housing.  After the State Reform in 1980, each of the three regions developed its own housing code 
(Wooncode). These codes govern the quality control systems, the organisation and funding of social 
housing (both rented and owner-occupied) as well as housing-related benefits and grants to private 
individuals.  Although some divergence was possible, there is a large degree of symmetry between the 
three regions in terms of their starting points and guiding principles (Hubeau, 2002) which is still 
evident today.  
 
The social rented housing sector represents only a small proportion of the total housing stock in both 
Flemish and Walloon Regions at 6% and 8% respectively, accounting for 140,000 and 108,000 homes 
in absolute terms. Both of these regions are planning to make further investments and they impose 
targets on their municipalities. In Brussels the market share is slightly higher at 10% (40,000 homes).  
A common feature in all three regions is that the private rented market is the sector that receives the 
least support from the Government. None of the three regions has a rent subsidy like those that exist in 
many European countries in order to improve affordability. All three regions do, however, have a 
limited type of rent subsidy that is paid to families moving from a home that is uninhabitable, over-
occupied or inappropriate into a more suitable home. Income thresholds vary, but in general these can 
be described as reasonably low, so that the target group is also small. The three regions also have a 
system of rented housing involving intermediary organisations. These rent homes on the private rented 
market and then sublet them to households that need accommodation.  
 
The regions are also entitled to levy registration duty on home sales. There are some minor differences 
here. The rate in both Wallonia and Brussels is 12.5%, as compared with 10% in Flanders. The 
reduced rates for purchasing a modest home are 6% and 5% respectively.  
 
In both the Flemish and the Walloon Region, local authorities are seen as key players in housing 
policy.  Their main task is to outline a local housing policy, working in concert with the other local 
players.  
 
	  
Methodology  
 
A range of EU-SILC indicators is available for the purpose of mapping out housing outcomes in a 
comparative context. In this paper we have confined ourselves to a limited number of indicators, 
measuring the outcomes for two important housing policy goals in Belgium: housing quality and 
housing affordability.  
 
In our analysis of housing quality we consider only two indicators, namely overcrowding and 
problems with damp. The facilities available within the home are less relevant in the Belgian context. 
As in most European countries, there are now virtually no homes without a bath or shower and 
virtually none without a flush toilet within the home. We also do not go into the EU-SILC data on 
environmental quality, mainly noise, nuisance, pollution and vandalism or crime. These factors are 
subjective and fluctuate considerably over the years, making them difficult to interpret.  
 
We use the housing cost burden to assess affordability. Eurostat defines the housing cost burden as 
total housing costs (net of housing allowances) expressed as a share of total disposable household 
income (net of housing allowances). Housing costs are considered to include additional expenses such 
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as heating, electricity and maintenance of common parts. To assess whether housing costs are 
'affordable', Eurostat uses 40% as a treshold. In the discussion below we will first consider the median 
housing cost burden ('housing cost burden') and then the proportion of the population whose costs are 
above that treshold ('housing cost overburden'). 
 
For analyses involving the at-risk-of-poverty group we use different poverty thresholds for the 
different regions. The poverty percentages are closer together than if the Belgian poverty threshold 
were used for all three regions (see above). We have adopted this approach to allow us to test the 
poverty hypothesis set out by Stephens et al. (2010) for the different Belgian regions. According to 
this hypothesis, housing outcomes for the poor are determined by general housing outcomes within a 
country. If a whole country scores highly for a particular housing indicator, poor people as a group 
will also score relatively highly in comparison with other countries. Stephens used a separate poverty 
threshold for each country (Eurostat definition). If the poverty threshold is not defined for each region 
in our study - in other words if the Belgian threshold is used - the at-risk-of-poverty group is smaller in 
Flanders, with a consequently poorer (housing) profile. For Wallonia and Brussels, the resulting at-
risk-of-poverty group is larger and the (housing) profile is stronger. 
 
 
Information on these indicators for all EU countries – based on EU-SILC - can be found on the 
Eurostat website. For Belgium and its different regions we used the Belgian EU-SILC data to calculate 
additional figures.  
The various indicators are calculated at the individual level. Although the data for the EU-SILC were 
gathered according to a uniform method in all European countries, we must be aware that the results 
are never fully comparable. The sample size for the Belgian SILC was 14,721 in 2009, with 7,855 for 
Flanders and 4,985 for Wallonia. The sample size for Brussels was 1,882. Consequently the sample 
size is sometimes very small when further subdivisions are carried out. This makes the results for 
Brussels less precise than those for the other regions. In order to evaluate the statistical significance of 
differences between groups we apply the chi-square test to percentages.  
 
 
Poverty in Belgium 
 
According to the EU-SILC 2009 data, 14.6% of Belgians have incomes below the poverty threshold, 
i.e. they are members of households with an equivalent disposable income of less than 60% of the 
median figure (see figure 3). This is therefore a relative definition of poverty, which to some extent 
also reflects income inequality within a country or region. For a single person in Belgium, the poverty 
threshold is €966 per month, while for a couple with two children it is €2,029 per month. If the 
Belgian poverty threshold is used this risk of poverty differs significantly between the three Belgian 
regions: The risk of poverty in the Flemish region is 10.1%, as compared with 18.4% in the Walloon 
Region

2
 (FPS Economy, SMEs, Self-employed and Energy; 2010). According to our calculations, 

23.3% of the population of Brussels are at risk of poverty. If separate poverty thresholds are calculated 
for the regions, the poverty percentages are closer together at 12.6% for the Flemish Region, 13.0% 
for the Walloon Region and 16.9% for the Brussels Region. This makes sense, since the Belgian 
poverty threshold is lower than the Flemish threshold and higher than those for Wallonia and Brussels. 
This result clearly shows that the percentage of people at risk of poverty according to the Eurostat 
definition is relative to the level of wealth in the population under consideration. It is an indicator of 
inequality at the lower end of the income distribution.  
 
With a figure of 14.6% at–risk-of-poverty, Belgium remains below the weighted average of national 
figures for the EU-27 population. Welfare regime typologies are known to be associated with clusters 
of poverty figures, as the level of decommodification is correlated with poverty and inequality. Figure 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2
The sample for the Brussels region is not large enough to make any comment.  
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4 confirms the positive poverty outcomes seen in those countries with social-democratic regimes (the 
Scandinavian countries). The countries with a corporatist regime also tend to have relatively low 
poverty rates (e.g. France, Austria, Germany) whereas the United Kingdom, which is an example of a 
country with a liberal regime, and the southern European countries (Mediterranean welfare regime) 
have relatively large numbers of people at risk of poverty. Further, only the Czech Republic (8.6%) 
and Slovakia (11.0%) have smaller proportions of the population at risk of poverty than the Flemish 
Region. Although these countries have lower living standards than Flanders, relative poverty – 
inequality at the lower part of the income distribution - comes out lower. The Netherlands (11.2%), 
Iceland (10.2%) and Norway (11.1%) also reported relatively small proportions of their respective 
populations as being at risk of poverty (see Figure 2). In seven Member States, namely Latvia 
(25.7%), Romania (22.4%), Bulgaria (21.8%), Lithuania (20.6%) Greece and Estonia both (19.7%) 
and Spain (19.5%), a fifth of the population or more was assessed to be at risk of poverty (Eurostat). 
 
 
Figure 3. At-risk-of-poverty rate and threshold 2009 
 

 
Source: Eurostat, EU-SILC 
 
 
Figure 4 shows the poverty risk for different groups in Belgium, in the Flemish Region and in the 
Walloon Region according to the Belgian measure of poverty. Women, people aged over 65 and single 
parents are always at greater risk of ending up in poverty. The risk of poverty is significantly higher in 
Wallonia than in Flanders. We can identify this difference in all the analyses shown in figure 2 (by 
gender, level of education, household type and age). The risk of poverty is not lower in Wallonia than 
in Flanders for any of the subgroups.  
 
In both Flanders and Wallonia, unemployed people are six times more likely to end up in poverty than 
people who work. What is more, individuals with no more than a lower secondary school diploma are 
exposed to twice the risk of individuals with a higher secondary school diploma and three times the 
risk of those with a degree at higher education level. The risk of poverty among single parents in 
Wallonia is strikingly high as compared with Flanders (51% versus 22%). Another salient observation 
is that the risk of poverty does not differ much between the regions for those aged over 65, but it does 
differ considerably for the other age groups and above all for younger people (aged under 25). This 
difference is due to the fact that the pension system comes within the remit of federal policy and the 
maximum ceilings are quite low. As we have mentioned above, there is not much inequality between 
benefit claimants in Belgium, due to the watering down of the equivalence principle. Flemings of 
working age receive significantly higher incomes - partly because of their longer working hours - but 
this income disparity shrinks after retirement.  
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Figure 4. Risk of poverty in Belgium, analysed by population group, 2009 
 

 
Source: FPS Economy, SMEs, Self-employed and Energy, ADSEI (2010), SILC 2009 
 
 
Housing outcomes   
 
In this section we will discuss housing outcomes for Belgium and the Belgian regions from an 
international perspective.  We will use four indicators; two of these relate to housing quality (in the 
broad sense) and the other two relate to housing affordability.  
 
Overcrowding 
 
Eurostat defines the overcrowding rate as the percentage of the population living in an overcrowded 
household. A person is considered as living in an overcrowded household if the household does not 
have at its disposal a minimum number of rooms equal to: - one room for the household; - one room 
per couple in the household; - one room per single person aged 18 and more; - one room per pair of 
single people of the same sex between 12 and 17 years of age; - one room for each single person 
between 12 and 17 years of age not included in the previous category; - one room per pair of children 
under 12 years of age. 
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Figure 5. Overcrowding rate, three Belgian regions and EU-27 countries, 2009 
 

 
Source: Eurostat, ADSEI, EU-SILC 
 
 
The level of overcrowding in Belgium was very low in 2009 at 3.9%. Only Cyprus and the 
Netherlands have lower levels of overcrowding. The overcrowding percentages in the Flemish and 
Walloon regions are even lower, at 2.5% and 2.6%. These figures are higher for Belgium as a whole, 
due to the relatively high level of overcrowding (15.4%) in the Brussels region. From an international 
perspective, the countries of Eastern Europe stand out most, with levels of overcrowding between 40% 
and 60%. It is noticeable that a proportion of overcrowded homes are not shown in the statistics, so 
our figures may represent an underestimation. The reason for this is that samples used for survey-
based research are taken from the national population register. This does not include: foreigners on the 
waiting list, homeless people, people with no legal place of residence, illegal immigrants, seasonal 
workers etc. Non-registered individuals often lodge with other households. 
Within the three Belgian regions, we find the highest overcrowding rates in the private rented market, 
in the lowest income quintiles and among people who are at-risk-of-poverty (table 1). In all three 
regions, overcrowding affects older people less than younger age groups. We can also see a clear 
relationship between the level of overcrowding in general and overcrowding among poor people. The 
relatively limited problems with overcrowding in the Flemish and Walloon regions translate into less 
severe problems affecting the at-risk-of-poverty group. In the Brussels Region we see exactly the 
opposite: here, a high general level of overcrowding coincides with a very high level of overcrowding 
among people at risk of poverty. 
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Table 1. Overcrowding rate by tenure status, age group, income quintile and household type, and by 
region, Belgium, 2009 
 
 Flemish Region Walloon Region Brussels Region Belgium 
Total  2.5 2.6 15.4 4.2** 
Tenure status 
Owner-occupied, 
with mortgage  

1.9 1 2.1 1 7.6 1 2.5** 

Owner-occupied, 
without mortgage  

2.2 2.0 4.3 2.3* 

Tenant, private 
rented market 

4.4 5.3 24.9 10.5** 

Tenant, social 
rented market 

2.3 2.4 18.3 5.8** 

Age group 
Less than 18 years 
old 

2.1 1 2.5 1 20.2 1 4.8** 

18 - 64 years old 3.2 2.9 14.4 4.6** 
65 and older 0.8 1.4 4.6 1.4** 
Income quintile 
1 3.9 1 4.0 1 24.8 1 9.2** 
2 2.7 3.1 14.3 4.2** 
3 2.3 3.1 16.2 3.9** 
4 3.3 2.1 9.3 3.5** 
5 1.0 0.4 3.2 1.1** 
Household type 
Single 2.0 1 3.0 1 10.5 1 3.9** 
Single parent, with 
child(ren) 

0 1.8 4.7 1.6** 

Two adults, no 
child 

0.5 0.5 1.4 0.6 

Two adults, with 
child(ren) 

2.4 2.3 20.2 4.5** 

Other  4.3 3.8 25.3 6.7** 
Poverty status, regional poverty lines  
Non-poor 2.3 1 2.3 1 12.4 1 - 
Poor  4.2 4.6 26.2 - 
Source: SILC 2009, N=14.435; χ²-test: *p<0,05 **p<0,01 for difference between regions, 1: p<0.05 for 
difference between vertical categories  
 
Physical quality 
 
Despite the high level of prosperity, more than one in ten people in the Flemish region (12.8%) live in 
homes with a damp problem, i.e. a leaking roof, damp walls or rotting door/window frames. 
Nevertheless this proportion is rather low from a European perspective. The Walloon and Brussels 
Regions, however, with proportions of 21.7% and 17.3% respectively, are above the EU average of 
16% (figure 6). These differences between the regions are statistically significant. 
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Figure 6. Share of total population living in a dwelling with a leaking roof, damp walls, floors or 
foundations, or rot in window frames or floor, EU-27 countries and the three Belgian regions, 2009 
 

 
Source: EU-SILC, Eurostat and ADSEI. 
 
 
If we look at the differences between the submarkets in table 2, we find that in the Flemish Region 
(22.3%) and the Brussels Region (26.1%), most of the problems are seen in the private rented market. 
In the private rented market in Wallonia, 21.5% of people have problems with damp but here it is 
above all the negative score in the social rented market that stands out. No less than one in three 
people living in social rented housing has damp in their home. In each of the regions the problems are 
least severe for home owners, and they are even lower for outright owners in the Walloon Region and 
the Brussels Region than for owners who have not yet paid off their mortgages.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



13	   Workshop 14: Welfare Policy, Homelessness and Social Exclusion	  
 

	  

	  

Table 2. Proportion of total population living in a dwelling with a leaking roof, damp walls, floors or 
foundations or rot in window frames or floor, by tenure status, age group, income quintile and 
household type, and by region, Belgium, 2009 
 
 Flemish Region Walloon Region Brussels Region Belgium 
Total  12.8 17.3 21.7 15.2** 
Tenure status 
Owner-occupied, 
with mortgage  

10.4 1 15.2 1 19.6 1 12.6** 

Owner-occupied, 
without mortgage  

10.4 13.4 14.0 11.6** 

Tenant, private 
rented market 

22.3 21.5 26.1 23.1 

Tenant, social 
rented market 

13.3 34.6 18.9 21.4** 

Age group 
Less than 18 years 
old 

14.1 1 21.4 1 29.2 1 18.2** 

18 – 64 years old 13.3 16.6 20.9 15.1** 
65 and older 9.6 13.8 12.3 11.2** 
Income quintile 
1 20.6 1 24.0 1 25.4 1 22.8** 
2 15.1 18.4 27.4 17.4** 
3 12.0 18.5 14.0 14.2** 
4 11.9 15.1 20.6 13.5** 
5 8.7 8.9 16.8 9.5** 
Household type 
Single 15.6 1 15.2 1 12.5 1 15.0 
Single parent, with 
child(ren) 

18.9 29.1 38.1 26.5** 

Two adults, no 
child 

12.0 11.1 15.5 12.0** 

Two adults, with 
child(ren) 

11.1 17.9 25.8 14.6** 

Other  12.9 19.4 24.6 16.2** 
Poverty status, regional poverty lines 
Non-poor 12.1 1 15.5 1 19.8 1 - 
Poor  20.2 30.1 28.0 - 
Source: SILC 2009, N=14.72; χ²-test: ** p<0.01 for differences between regions,  1: p<0.05 for differences 
between vertical categories 
 
 
In all three regions, the likelihood of having problems with damp falls as a person grows older. This 
may be related to the different parts of the market: the older a person is, the more likely it is that they 
live in an owner-occupied home, at least until they reach quite an advanced age.  
The table also shows for each region that the lower the person's income, the higher the likelihood of 
having problems with damp. Analysed by household type, in each of the regions the largest number of 
problems are found among single parents with children. Finally, there is also a correlation with the 
risk of poverty in each of the regions. In the Flemish Region, one in five people who is at-risk-of-
poverty has problems with damp in the home, and in the other two regions the proportions are even 
higher. 
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There is no clear relationship in any of the regions between damp problems affecting the group as a 
whole and damp problems among poor people. These problems in Flanders are generally the least 
severe among the three regions, and the same is also true for poor people. While the problems are 
generally most severe in the Brussels Region, the proportion of poor people with problems is lower in 
Brussels than in the Walloon Region. This can be explained by the differences that have been 
identified between the social rented sectors in these regions. Poor people are overrepresented in the 
social rented sector, which scores poorly in Wallonia for problems with damp. 
 
Housing cost burden 
 
In the Flemish Region, the housing cost burden in 2009 was 13.9%, which is much lower than in the 
Walloon and Brussels Regions (table 3). This figure places the Flemish Region below the average for 
the 27 EU countries, which is 18% (figure 7). The housing cost burden in the Walloon Region is 
slightly lower than this figure, while the equivalent for the Brussels Region is well above the average. 
The United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Germany and Denmark are among the countries with the 
highest housing cost burdens. 
 
Figure 7. Median housing cost burden* (in %),  Belgian regions and EU 27 countries, 2009 
 

 
* Median of the distribution of total housing costs (net of housing allowances) as a share of total disposable 
household income (net of housing allowances). 
**: Housing cost burden calculated for the household and then allocated to each member of the household 
Source: EU-SILC, Eurostat and ADSEI. 
 
 
This general picture, however, conceals major differences between the different parts of the market, as 
shown by table 3. In each of the three Belgian regions, the median housing cost burden is lower for 
owner-occupiers than for tenants, and the median is higher for private tenants than for social tenants. It 
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is notable that the differences between the regions are less pronounced for social rented housing than 
for the group as a whole.  
 
The fact that outright owners nevertheless have a relatively high housing cost burden is related to the 
low average incomes in this group (a large number of retired people) and their higher housing costs. 
The small difference between this group and owners who are still paying a mortgage is due to the tax 
benefits that are included when calculating the housing cost burden.  
 
In the analysis by age we do not see such clear differences. In the Flemish Region, the median housing 
cost burden is higher for the group aged 65 and over than for the other age groups, while in the 
Walloon Region this difference is less pronounced and in the Brussels Region it hardly exists at all. In 
the analysis by income, we see a fall in the housing cost burden as incomes rise in each of the three 
regions. In the analysis by household type, it is mainly the households with only one income (single 
adults and single parents with children) who have the highest median housing cost burden.   
 
Table 3: Median ‘housing cost burden’ distribution, by tenure status, age group, income quintile and 
household type, and by region, Belgium, 2009 
 
 Flemish Region Walloon Region Brussels Region Belgium 
Total  13.9 16.8 23.2 15.6 
Tenure status 
Owner-occupied, 
with mortgage  

12.1 14.7 15.2 13.1 

Owner-occupied, 
without mortgage  

10.8 13.3 12.0 11.6 

Tenant, private 
rented market 

29.0 32.9 34.1 30.5 

Tenant, social 
rented market 

24.9 25.8 28.1 25.9 

Age group 
Less than 18 years 
old 

14.1 17.1 22.4 16.0 

18 – 64 years old 12.9 16.2 23.5 14.8 
65 and older 17.3 18.1 22.8 17.7 
Income quintile 
1 27.5 30.4 35.4 28.9 
2 19.6 21.6 25.3 18.9 
3 13.9 15.1 23.2 14.3 
4 11.6 13.9 19.1 12.0 
5 9.1 9.8 10.4 9.2 
Household type 
Single 24.8 29.5 31.1 27.3 
Single parent, with 
child(ren) 

25.5 26.5 25.9 26.0 

Two adults, no 
child 

12.9 15.3 20.4 14.2 

Two adults, with 
child(ren) 

12.1 15.1 19.3 13.7 

Other  11.5 14.0 19.1 12.9 
Poverty status, regional poverty lines 
Non-poor 12.8 15.5 19.6  
Poor 29.7 32.3 40.6  
Source: ADSEI, EU-SILC 
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In each of the three regions, the median housing cost burden is approximately twice as high for people 
who are at risk of poverty than for others. Here we see that there is a clear correlation between the 
median housing cost burden in the region as a whole and for people who are at risk of poverty. While 
the whole population of the Walloon Region has a higher median housing cost burden than the 
Flemish Region, the same is also true for people at-risk-of-poverty. The generally high median value 
in the Brussels Region also translates into a high median for those who are at-risk-of-poverty. 
 
Housing cost overburden 
 
The housing cost overburden is the percentage of the population living in households where the total 
housing costs (net of housing allowances) represent more than 40% of disposable income (net of 
housing allowances). According to this definition, 5.6% of the population in the Flemish Region live 
in a household for whom housing is considered to be unaffordable, which is a significantly lower 
proportion than in the Walloon Region (9.5%) and much lower than in the Brussels Region (21.2%).  
Figure 8 shows that this places the Flemish Region in a good position within Europe, while the 
Walloon Region is still below the weighted average of 12% for all EU countries, but the Brussels 
Region is above it. 
 
Figure 8. Housing cost overburden*, EU-27 countries and Belgian regions, 2009  
 

 
 * Percentage of the population living in households where the total housing costs (net of housing allowances) 
represent more than 40% of disposable income (net of housing allowances) 
Source: EU-SILC, Eurostat and ADSEI. 
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The differences between groups are larger according to this indicator than according to the median 
housing cost burden. The housing cost overburden is estimated to be very low for owners (both 
outright and mortgaged), but it is much higher for private tenants. In the Flemish Region housing is 
unaffordable for almost one in four private tenants, while in the Walloon and Brussels Regions the 
ratio is more than one in three. The figures for social housing tenants are much more favourable than 
for private tenants. It stands out that problems with affordability affect social housing tenants less in 
the Walloon Region than in the Flemish Region. The difference between the Brussels and Flemish 
Regions is also limited.  
 
In the analysis by age we see considerable differences, although, as in the case of the housing cost 
burden, the links were not found to be identical for all three regions. In the Flemish Region, people 
aged 65 and over have far more problems with affordability than adults under 65. The same pattern is 
also seen in the Brussels Region, but it is much less pronounced. The relationship is reversed in the 
Walloon Region, but the difference is only small. In each of the three regions we see fewest problems 
within the group aged under 18. 
 
The same correlations are seen between income, household type and risk of poverty on the one hand 
and unaffordability on the other as in the case of the median housing cost burden. In this case, 
however, the differences between groups are even more pronounced. In the Flemish and Walloon 
Regions, problems are concentrated among those with the lowest incomes, primarily the first quintile 
and to some extent also the second quintile. From the third quintile upwards, the level of problems 
with unaffordability is below average. Problems affect single adults and single parents with children 
much more frequently than households with two adults. This probably reflects the difference between 
single-income and two-income households. In the Flemish and Walloon regions, the proportion of 
households with two adults for which housing is unaffordable is below average. In Brussels we once 
again see large differences between probable single-income and two-income households, but high 
levels of unaffordability also occur there among households with two adults. 
 
Finally there are very large differences between those who are at risk of poverty and those who are 
not. Housing is considered to be unaffordable for 31% and 36% of individuals who are at risk of 
poverty in the Flemish and Walloon regions respectively. The proportion in Brussels is very high at 
53%. The results for the population as a whole are therefore reflected among the group of poor people, 
with the Femish Region achieving the best results, followed by the Walloon Region. Consequently 
this indicator confirms Stephens' et al poverty hypothesis.  
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Table 4: Housing cost overburden by tenure status, age group, income quintile and household type, 
and by region, Belgium, 2009 
 
 Flemish Region WalloonRegion Brussels Region Belgium 
Total  5.6 9.5 21.2 8.4** 
Tenure status 
Owner-occupied, 
with mortgage  

1.7 1 3.4 1 5.6 1 2.5** 

Owner-occupied, 
without mortgage  

2.4 2.2 2.1 6.1** 

Tenant, private 
rented market 

23.0 35.8 38.6 30.5** 

Tenant, social 
rented market 

12.6 9.5 13.1 22.9** 

Age group 
Less than 18 years 
old 

4.1 1 7.9 1 17.0 1 6.8** 

18 – 64 years old 4.8 10.1 21.9 8.2** 
65 and older 10.1 9.1 25.5 11.1** 
Income quintile 
1 28.5 1 31.7 1 42.3 1 32.3** 
2 6.7 9.7 23.6 9.3** 
3 2.7 2.6 16.3 3.6** 
4 0.8 1.7 3.9 1.3** 
5 0.1 0.3 2.1 0.3** 
Household type 
Single 19.1 1 28.3 1 36.1 1 24.9** 
Single parent, with 
child(ren) 

13.2 25.0 29.2 21.0** 

Two adults, no 
child 

3.8 3.5 18.2 4.7** 

Two adults, with 
child(ren) 

2.7 4.1 13.2 4.1** 

Other  2.5 4.1 13.3 4.0** 
Poverty status, regional poverty lines 
Non-poor 2.6 1 6.0 1 13.6 1 - 
Poor  30.7 35.8 53.0 - 
Source: SILC 2009, N=14.435; χ²-test: ** p<0.01 for differences between regions,  1: p<0,05 for difference 
between vertical categories 
 
 
Discussion 
 
From an international perspective, Flanders is a good place to live 
 
According to the four indicators that we have discussed here, Flanders is a good place to live by 
international standards for the average household. The level of overcrowding is low and the physical 
quality and affordability of housing are better than average for Europe. This favourable situation can 
primarily be accounted for by the fact that Flanders is relatively wealthy. 
For the vast majority of Flemings, a detached house of their own with a garden is still an ideal that 
they strive to achieve. De Decker (2008), following Mougenot, refers to a 'housing model' which is the 
result of a long dialectic process of political choices and actions, cultural beliefs and economic 
opportunities, reinforcing each another through and in everyday life. This model originated back in the 
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19th century and a high level of path-dependency is evident. Only 15% of the population of the 
Flemish Region lives in apartments, which is a particularly small percentage by European standards 
(Eurostat, EU-SILC). According to Vanneste et al. (2007) there is a relationship between home 
ownership and home typology on the one hand, and home size on the other. A similar relationship 
with housing quality might be expected to exist, but we have not yet found any evidence of it in the 
literature. 
The fact that affordability is relatively good in Flanders is due among other factors to additional 
housing costs, which are lower than elsewhere in Europe. For tenants in Flanders, these costs amount 
to 1/4th of total housing costs, while for owners the ratio is 1/3 (Heylen et al. 2007), as compared with 
an average of 2/3rd for Europe (European Commission, 2010).  
Another factor supporting affordability levels is the fact that a large number of people own their 
homes outright. For those who are still paying a mortgage, property prices are important. These are 
about average by international standards (Dol & Haffner, 2010). Due to reasonably strict mortgage 
legislation, the level of repayments is also reasonable (Winters & Elsinga, 2011). Furthermore, rents in 
Flanders are below the EU average. 
Finally, when considering affordability it is also necessary to look at policy. Demand and supply-side 
subsidies can both reduce the cost of housing. The favourable fiscal treatment of home ownership has 
a part to play in Flanders (see below). 
 
Major differences between the Belgian regions 
 
Although the three Belgian Regions follow essentially the same policy, we can observe some major 
differences. On each of the four indicators the Flemish Region always scores significantly higher than 
the EU average. The situation in the Walloon Region is much less favourable, but the results are still 
generally better than average for the EU. The same cannot be said of the Brussels Region. This region 
only comes close to the EU average in terms of overcrowding; for the other indicators the region 
would be placed among the countries with the very worst results.  
These differences between the regions also reflect income disparities and the general risk of poverty. 
The Flemish Region is the wealthiest of the three, with the highest average income and the lowest risk 
of poverty. The Brussels Region has the highest percentage of poverty. This region includes the capital 
city of Brussels, so a large part of it is a major city, while the characteristic problems of major cities 
are much less prominent in the other two regions. 
The differences in the physical quality of housing, as measured by the incidence of problems with 
damp, are partly due to the age of the housing stock. In Wallonia and Brussels population growth 
began in an earlier period than in Flanders. In these regions the housing stock still carries the heritage 
of the industrial past. Population growth in Flanders has occurred more recently, and as a result there 
has been more recent new building, with positive effects on the overall quality of housing. 
We can seek further explanations for the difference in physical quality in the policy domain. As we 
have said, however, the differences in policy between the regions are quite limited. Wallonia does 
have a long tradition of granting renovation subsidies, but these have turned out to be insufficient to 
level out the difference between Wallonia and Flanders. The differences in policy between the regions 
are also not particularly marked in the area of affordability. Differences between the quality and 
affordability of social rented housing may relate partly to policy decisions. 
 
Owners better off than tenants  
 
Although the results for the average household in Flanders are favourable, this average conceals major 
differences between groups. In the case of Flanders it has long been known that tenants in general and 
private tenants in particular are in a worse position in the housing market than owners (De Decker & 
Geurts, 2000, Pannecoucke et al., 2003, Van Dam & Geurts, 2005, Heylen et al., 2007). The above 
analysis confirms this and reaches the same conclusion for the other two regions.  
This observation matches that of Özdemir & Ward (2009), who worked on the basis of EU-SILC data 
for 2007 spanning 25 EU countries to investigate the relationship between mean housing costs as a 
percentage of disposable income and tenure. Also in accordance with the findings of these authors, we 
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find that in the three Belgian regions, outright owners tend to have lower housing costs than home 
owners with a mortgage, but that the difference is relatively small

3
, reflecting the fact that a large 

proportion of housing costs consist of the cost of repairs, maintenance, heating, electricity and charges 
of various kinds. Lelkes & Zolyomio (2009) observe that in the EU as a whole, those who pay market 
rents for their accommodation tend to be most dissatisfied with their housing, followed by those who 
pay a subsidised rent or no rent at all, while owners tend to be the most satisfied. 
 
Owner-occupation in Flanders is strongly determined by income (Heylen et al., 2007). This has also 
been found to be an international phenomenon. Özdemir & Ward (2009) found that in all EU member 
states with the exception of Poland, the number of owners increases along with income. In most 
countries, within the lowest income quintile (except in Germany, where there are generally less home 
owners), approximately 40% of the population live in owner-occupied homes and in the majority of 
countries this percentage amounts to more than half the population. In the highest income quintile, 
however (with the exception of Poland), around 70% of the population live in their own homes. In 16 
of the 24 countries this figure is actually higher than 85%. Throughout Europe, people who live in 
households that are at-risk-of-poverty are less likely to own their own homes than others. The 
relationship between owner-occupation and income helps to account for the differences in housing 
outcomes according to tenure (for the relationship between income and housing outcome, see 6.4). 
In the Belgian context, policy also plays an important role. Housing allowances are taken into account 
when calculating the housing cost burden. For owners in Belgium these represent a significant fiscal 
benefit. Social tenants, thanks to object subsidies granted to social housing associations, also benefit 
from rents that are significantly below the market price. In the private rented market, however, there 
are hardly any subsidies at all in the three regions.  
 
 Vulnerable groups  
 
There are considerable similarities between the three Belgian regions in terms of the differences 
between groups. Apart from a few deviations, the results for each of the four indicators are less good 
the lower the income. Özdemir & Ward (2009) found the same inverse relation between income and 
housing cost burden in 25 EU countries. Lelkes & Zolyomio (2009), looking at all EU countries, 
observed the same relationship between income and housing quality. 
In the analysis by household type, single adults and single parents with children generally find 
themselves in a less favourable situation. In all other EU member states, single adults and single-
parent families were found to have more problems with housing affordability than other household 
types (European Commission, 2010).  
 
The link between housing outcome and age is less clear. Overcrowding and problems with damp 
affected people aged 65 and over less commonly than the 18 to 65 group in all three regions. The 
indicators of affordability, however, reveal a less equal picture between the regions. In the Flemish 
Region, affordability is clearly less good for the group aged 65 and over than it is for younger adults. 
In the Walloon Region, age-related differences are less pronounced and the comparison shows that 
older people are actually better off in terms of housing cost overburden. In the Brussels Region these 
two indicators reveal a conflicting picture. It is not easy to offer a simple explanation for this. The link 
between age and housing outcome is confounded by a number of other factors such as the change in 
the proportion of owners and the evolution of incomes with advancing age. For other EU countries 
Özdemir & Ward (2009) report that costs relative to income tend to increase with age as we have 
observed for the Flemish region, but that variation across age groups in general is limited. 
 
Finally, there is a clear link in each of the three regions between housing outcomes and the risk of 
poverty. Once again this is an international phenomenon. Lelkes & Zolyomio (2009) show that in the 
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There were only five countries in which homeowners without mortgages had higher average housing costs than 

those with mortgages: Estonia, Greece, France, Sweden and Poland, reflecting differences in their circumstances. 
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EU, individuals whose income is below poverty levels are more exposed to problems of shortage of 
space and shortcomings in housing. 
 
Hypotheses on the link between housing outcome and the housing system / housing policy 
 
One of the key messages of Stephens et al. (2010) is that housing outcomes for the poor are driven by 
housing conditions in the country as a whole, but that housing policy can help to weaken, but not 
eliminate, the links between income poverty and poor housing outcomes. The fact that housing 
outcomes for the at-risk-of-poverty group are correlated between countries in a similar way to results 
for the population as a whole is due to the relative basis on which poverty is defined. Each person 
from a household with an income lower than 60% of the median for that country is seen as being poor. 
As a result, poverty thresholds vary considerably between countries. Using this definition, poor people 
in Romania are worse off in absolute terms than poor people in France or Belgium, just as the 
population as a whole is less wealthy in Romania. These absolute differences therefore also give rise 
to differences in the housing market. 
 
Based on the analysis set out above, we seek to ascertain whether this hypothesis set out by Stephens 
et al. is also true of the Belgian regions. As we have said, among the three regions the situation in the 
Flemish Region is most favourable for the population as a whole for each of the four indicators. The 
question is whether the same also holds true for people who are at-risk-of-poverty. To do this we use a 
separate poverty threshold for each of the three regions, since Stephens et al. also apply a different 
threshold for each country. 
 
The hypothesis is certainly true in cases of overcrowding: differences between the whole population of 
the regions do reflect differences between people who are at risk of poverty. In terms of problems with 
damp the same is also true when comparisons are made between Flanders and Wallonia and between 
Flanders and Brussels, but not between Wallonia and Brussels. While the population as a whole has 
the most problems with this in the Brussels Region, the situation there is slightly better for people who 
are at-risk-of-poverty. Figures in the area of social housing clearly show that housing policy plays a 
part in this. The Brussels Region has a relatively large percentage of social housing, and according to 
the indicator used here its housing stock is in a better condition than the stock in the Walloon Region, 
where problems with damp affect one third of residents. The relatively high score achieved in social 
housing in Brussels compensates for the results across other parts of the market. 
 
The hypothesis was also largely confirmed for the affordability indicators. It was noticeable that while 
there are relatively large differences in affordability between the Flemish and Walloon Regions for the 
population as a whole, the differences are smaller for poor people. In our opinion, the explanation for 
this is that the two regions share a common social policy. The largest group of people who live in 
poverty are in receipt of benefits (pensions, subsistence benefit, disability benefit), the level of which 
is determined at the federal level and whose cost is divided between the regions according to the 
principle of solidarity. For the Brussels Region, however, it turns out that this redistribution 
(solidarity) between the regions does not completely compensate for the high cost of housing. 
Particularly in the private rented market, which accounts for a large proportion of the Brussels housing 
market as a whole, affordability is a major problem. The relatively good affordability (compared with 
the private rental market) of the social rented sector cannot fully compensate for this.  
 
For every indicator and in every region, the situation is better in the social housing sector than in the 
private rented sector. In the case of Flanders it is well known that social housing mostly provides 
accommodation for people on low incomes. Half of households living in social housing have 
equivalent incomes in the first quintile. When we look at the quality and affordability of housing in the 
same income group in the private rented market, it is clear that social housing makes a big difference 
to them (Winters et al., 2007). This is an example of how policy can positively influence the 
relationship between poverty and housing outcomes. It must also be pointed out that the quantity of 
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social housing available in Flanders is much too limited to offer a home to all those who need one. 
This is partly because rent subsidies are not used as a policy tool (Winters & Elsinga, 2008).  
 
A comparison of social housing between the three regions also yields an interesting picture. Although 
the affordability of social housing in the Walloon Region is relatively better than in the Flemish 
Region, the opposite is true of housing quality. With damp problems affecting more than one third of 
social housing, the Walloon Region scores much worse than the Flemish Region. In 2003 the Walloon 
government initiated a large-scale investment programme aimed at demolishing or fully renovating 
40,000 homes (Société Wallonne du Logement, 2009). While overcrowding in social housing hardly 
occurs at all in these two regions, the problem occurs relatively frequently in social housing in 
Brussels. Problems with damp also still occur frequently in the Brussels Region, but significantly less 
than in the Walloon Region.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
In this paper we have investigated differences in housing outcomes in the three Belgian regions. Based 
on four indicators from EU-SILC data for 2009, we compared housing quality and affordability in the 
three regions with other European countries. For each region we also analysed differences between 
groups. One general conclusion is that for the average household in Flanders, housing quality and 
affordability are good in comparison with the other regions and other EU countries. 
 
Although the three regions largely share the same policy, we still observe important differences in 
housing outcomes. Differences in general income levels and poverty levels between the regions are 
reflected to a significant extent in housing outcomes, confirming a key message set out by Stephens et 
al. (2010) that housing outcomes for the poor are driven by housing conditions in the country as a 
whole. This relationship is yet not always obvious, which may be an indication that policy can make a 
difference. This hypothesis needs further investigation. 
 
Our study confirms findings from other European countries that individuals on low incomes who are 
at risk of poverty have less favourable housing outcomes than others. Households with only one adult 
also find themselves in a less favourable position. The relationship between housing outcome and age 
is less clear.  
 
Tenure status has a significant impact on housing outcomes in all the Belgian regions. Owner-
occupied housing in Belgium has long been a pillar of the welfare state. Households who cannot 
afford or prefer not to invest in owner-occupied housing, however, are left out in the cold. Although 
housing in Flanders is generally good, for a significant proportion of the population the right to decent 
and affordable housing has not been realised. 
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