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Abstract 

 
Flanders, the largest of the three Belgian regions, is one of the most prosperous regions of Europe. Since the 

reform of the Belgian state in the 1980s, housing policy is a competence of the regions. Contrary to the 

preceding National policy, mainly driven by economic objectives, the Flemish housing policy starts from the 

constitutional right to decent housing and assigns priority to the housing needs of low income households. To 

realize the right to housing for every citizen Flemish housing policy makes use of several policy instruments, 

such as social housing, social loans, renovation premiums, etc. However, research shows that the goals of 

housing policy are far from met. The fact that real estate tax, as one of the most important leverages, remained 

federal competence was for a long time one of the main difficulties in implementing the right to housing. 

However, in October 2011 a political agreement was reached for a next transfer of competence from the federal 

state to the regions, including the transfer of housing taxation. This now offers a historical chance to reorient 

housing policy along new lines.  

This paper focuses on the realization of housing affordability, as one of the important housing policy goals. We 

document housing affordability in Flanders and the recent developments in Flemish housing policy. Starting 

from these facts, we explore the possible choices and main challenges of policy towards attaining housing 

affordability.  
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Introduction 
 

Belgium is a federal state with three regions: Flanders, Brussels and Wallonia. In terms of population, 

Flanders is the largest region with 6.2 million inhabitants and 2.6 million households. In 2010 the 

GDP per capita of Flanders is estimated to be 28,300 euros PPP (purchasing power parity). This is 

higher than the average of 24,400 euros PPP in the EU27 (Study Centre of the Flemish Government, 

2011). 

 

Since the reform of the state in the eighties, it are the regions that carry responsibility for housing 

policy. Contrary to preceding (Belgian) National housing policy that was importantly driven by 

economic objectives, the Flemish housing policy starts from the constitutional right to decent housing 

and makes the housing needs of low-income households a priority. Housing affordability is one of the 

main goals of Flemish housing policy, in addition to housing quality, residential security and social 

inclusion. In this paper, we focus on housing affordability. We document recent developments in 

Flemish housing policy and explore the possible choices and main challenges for future policy aiming 

at improving housing affordability. 

 

The paper starts with a description of the Flemish housing market and then proceeds with data on 

housing affordability. Next, we give an historical overview of Flemish housing policy and a brief 

description of the main policy instruments oriented towards housing affordability. In the following 

chapter, we look at the distribution of subsidies aimed at improving affordability. After elaborating on 

the recent and current political discussion concerning housing affordability, we conclude. 

 

mailto:sien.winters@hiva.kuleuven.be
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1. The Flemish housing market 
 

According to the most recent data, the private rental market in Flanders represents 18.4% of the total 

housing market. This represents approximately 475,000 dwellings. Nearly three quarters (74.4%) of 

Flemish families occupy their own house, 5.4% rent a social dwelling and 1.5% live free of charge 

(Heylen et al., 2007). More than half of the group of home-owners already paid off the mortgage of 

their house
1
.  

 

The share of the private rental market has reached a historical depth. In 1947, approximately half of 

the total housing stock was let privately, a percentage that has decreased gradually since then (Winters 

& De Decker, 2009). The share of the social housing stock remained more or less at the same level, 

approximately5 to 6%. The share of owner-occupied houses increased proportionally with the 

downturn of private renting. 

 

In Flanders, this evolution is usually regarded as a success story, since homeownership is an ideal for 

almost everyone. Owning a house is regarded as a good financial investment in the future (Doms et al, 

2001). Other prevalent, but less easily defined motivations for homeownership, are security, freedom, 

privacy and self-determination (Ryckewaert et al, 2011). The detached home situated on the edge of 

the city or in the green is the most popular ownership choice (Doms et al., 2001; De Decker et al, 

forthcoming). Current housing choices seem to be very deeply rooted in history and sustained by 

ongoing policy. This has led Ryckewaert et al (2011) to refer to (it as ) the ‘Flemish housing model’. 

 

Winters & Elsinga (2011) argue that this housing model is one of the explanations of the relatively 

high housing quality in Flanders compared to other European countries. Other factors explaining this 

high quality are the high level of income and in Flanders and the relatively young housing stock, 

which is related to the demographic structure. Housing quality has indeed improved considerably 

during the last decades (Vanneste et al., 2007; Heylen et al., 2007). Winters & De Decker (2009) 

ascribe this improvement partly to new construction (around 30.000 dwellings are build each year) and 

to more turnover on the secondary market. Each year around 80.000 dwellings are sold. Shortly after 

the acquisition, half of the new owners carry out important renewals of roofs, walls, electricity, 

sanitary equipment… (Heylen et al, 2007). The quality and comfort improvements have been more 

important in the private rental sector than in the homeownership sector, but the quality of the private 

rental stock remains below the social and owner-occupied housing stock (Heylen et al., 2007). 

 

From a European perspective, prices in Flanders are moderate. In 2010 the average price of a house in 

the Flemish Region was €184,000. This is lower than in most countries for which data are available 

(Doll & Haffner, 2010). During the years leading up to the economic crisis prices in the Flemish 

property market increased starkly. Figure 1 displays the evolution of price in Belgium compared to 

other European countries. The rise was most pronounced during the period 2004-2007. In contrast to 

other countries, where prices fell or stabilized after the 2008 crisis, house prices continued to rise in 

Belgium. House prices in the Flemish region follow the Belgian evolution. Of the three Belgian 

regions, prices increased most sharply in Brussels and the least in the Wallonia (Winters & De Decker, 

2009). 

 

                                                 
1
 According to the EU-SILC 2009 the share of owner-occupied houses in 2009 was 71.8% and so a bit lower 

than according to the Housing Survey 2005. The difference probably is the result of sampling differences and not 

of a decline in homeownership. The EU-SILC reports that in 2009, 33.1% is homeowner with an outstanding 

mortgage, while 38.7% is homeowner whose mortgage is paid off. 
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Figure 1. Evolution of nominal house prices in European countries 1996=100, 1996-2010 
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Source: European Mortgage Federation (2006 and 2011), ADSEI and own calculations 

 

Not only house prices, but also the level of rents in the private market is relatively low in Flanders 

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

the 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 €431 per month, while for social housing it was €258 (Heylen et al., 2007).  

 

As figure 2 shows, the evolution of private rents in Flanders stays far behind the evolution of house 

prices. The index for private rents is based on the repeat sales method (Vastmans & de Vries, 2012) 

and so shows rent increases for the same dwellings between two lettings. While during the period 

1996-2009 house prices increased by 165% (12.7% per year), private rents only grew by 39% (3.0% 

per year), what is a bit more than the increase of the consumer prices, that grew by 2.1% per year on 

average. Vastmans & Buyst (2012) argue that the low interest rates during this period explain the 

difference between the evolution of rents and house prices. On the one hand, the decreasing interest 

rate is one of the factors behind the price increases: the lower the interest rate, the higher the price the 

buyer is able to pay for a dwelling. On the other hand, for private landlords a decrease in interest rates 

implies a lower return on alternative investments. So in a period of decreasing interest rates, the 

expected rate of return on investments in private rental dwellings will be lower and will brake rent 

increases. Winters & De Decker (2009) also refer to the importance of affordability problems in the 

private rental sector (see further) as a hurdle for rent increases.  
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Figure 2. Evolution of house prices, private rents and consumer prices, 1996=100, Flanders, 1996-

2011 

 

 
Source: ADSEI, Vastmans & de Vries (2012), own calculations 

 

The low return on investments, an increasing administrative burden (AES, 2009) and the possibility to 

make capital gains in a booming market induced landlords to sell their property.
2
 These landlords are 

mostly (94.4%) small private, mostly elderly, homeowners letting on average only 2.2 dwellings. They 

admit that they select tenants to avoid the risk of not being paid (Vandenbroucke et al, 2007; Winters, 

2010). Professional landlords show little or no interest in private letting in Flanders (Vandenbroucke, 

2007). In 2010, the Flemish Housing Council rung the alarm bell. The different stakeholders 

represented in the Flemish Housing Council, as well the tenant as the landlord organizations and other 

civil organizations, shared a common analysis of the situation and urged the Flemish government to 

implement strong measures to revitalize the private rental sector (Vlaamse Woonraad, 2010). 

 

2. Housing affordability in Flanders 
 

To describe the evolution in housing affordability, we first look at the rent-to-income ratio at 

household level, additional housing costs for electricity, heating, water etc excluded. In Flanders a 

30% rent-to-income ratio is widely accepted as a maximum (Flemish Housing Council, 2010). In 

2005, 13% of the Flemish households exceeded this 30%-norm, what represents approximately 

330,000 households. However, large differences emerged according to tenancy: of the private tenants 

39.2% exceeded the 30% norm, against 17.1% of the homeowners and 12.2% of the social tenants. 

Between 1992 to 2005 an increasing gap grew between the average rent-to-income ratio of tenants and 

homeowners. While the affordability for owner-occupiers improved, the affordability for tenants 

decreased (Heylen et al, 2007). 

 

Results from analyses of the residual income show the same picture. The residual income is the 

income that is left after deducing housing expenses (rent or repayment of the mortgage). This residual 

income can be compared to a budget norm representing the minimum budget that a household requires 

for purchasing the necessary products and services for decent living. This method leads to the same 

results as the rent-to-income ratio, i.e. 13% affordability problems in 2005. However, according to this 

indicator of affordability the differences between tenancies are much more pronounced. Affordability 

problems are most important in the social rental sector. Of the social tenants, 38.6% does not meet the 

minimum budgets, while this is 27.4% for the private rental sector and 9.4% for the owner-occupiers 

                                                 
2
 It is not yet clear whether the selling off of rental dwellings has slowed down or reversed as a result of the 

economic crisis. 
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with an outstanding mortgage (Heylen & De Decker, 2011). Also this method shows an increasing gap 

between the residual income of tenants and owner-occupiers between 1992 and 2005. The increasing 

differences in affordability between owner-occupiers and tenants is not caused by differential housing 

expenses but by income differences. Reimbursements of mortgages increased more than rents between 

1992 and 2005, but while the (equivalent) income of owner-occupiers increased during this period, the 

(equivalent) income of tenants decreased (Heylen et al, 2007, Winters & De Decker, 2009).  

 

We compare housing affordability internationally on the basis of the EU-SILC data published by 

Eurostat.
3
 Eurostat defines the ‘housing cost overburden’ as the proportion of the population living in 

households where the total housing costs (net of housing allowances) represent more than 40% of 

disposable income. Housing costs also include costs for electricity, heating, water, etc. According to 

this definition, 5.6% of the population in the Flemish Region lives in a household for which housing is 

unaffordable. This proportion is significantly lower than the weighted average of 12% for all EU 

countries. The housing cost overburden in Flanders is very low for owners (2.4% for outright owners 

and 1.7% for mortgaged owners), but it is much higher for private tenants (23.0%). Social tenants 

occupy a middle position (12.6%). So the EU-SILC indicators confirm the aforementioned 

conclusions concerning the differences in affordability according to tenancy (Winters & Elsinga, 

2011). 

 

One of the explanations behind the increasing gap in affordability between owner-occupiers and 

tenants is that only the better off can transit from the private rental sector to owner-occupation. This is 

also reflected in the evolution of homeownership according to income. While on average the share of 

homeownership has been rising between 1976 and 2005, this is not the case for the 60% lowest 

incomes (Heylen e.a., 2007, Winters & De Decker, 2009). As a result, the private rental sector in 

Flanders is increasingly becoming a sector of housing for vulnerable groups. The unemployed and the 

sick or unfit for work are over-represented on the private rental market. There are also significant 

differences according to household type: Couples with and without children are mainly owner-

occupiers, whereas singles and one-parent households are overrepresented in the private and social 

rental markets 

 

3. Flemish housing policy  
 

Housing policy in Belgium goes back to the end of the 19
th
 century. Right from the time of the first 

housing law of 1889, the main policy focus was on homeownership. This policy choice reflected the 

vision of the highly influential Catholic Party that ownership of a single-family dwelling enabled a 

stable family situation. The State provided tax incentives and premiums for the construction and the 

purchase of workers’ dwellings and cheap loans for the acquisition of dwellings by large families. The 

Socialists on the other hand advocated the construction of social rental dwellings. However, compared 

to other European countries, investment in social rental housing remained limited. Even when, after 

the Second World War, housing policy throughout Europe gained a role in reconstruction and as an 

instrument against economic depression, Belgium primarily opted to stimulate the construction of 

private housing (Goossens, 1982; Deschamps, 1997, De Meulder et al., 1999).  

 

In 1980, the competence for housing policy was transferred from the Belgian state to the three regions: 

Flanders, Brussels and Wallonia. Economic policy objectives were no longer dominating housing 

policy, but also territorial and categorical objectives came to the fore (Descamps, 1997). The legal 

cornerstone of the regionalisation process was the Flemish Housing Code (Vlaamse Wooncode) of 15 

July 1997. This Decree grants residents the constitutional right to decent housing and defines housing 

affordability, quality and residential security as primary goals and assigns priority to the housing needs 

of low income households (Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap, 1997). 

 

With the Flemish Housing Code new policy instruments were introduced. Among these were 

minimum housing standards and administrative and criminal law procedures for enforcement of 

                                                 
3
 Note that these data concern individuals and not households. 
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housing quality (Bloemen, 1998; De Smedt et al, 2007). The municipality was assigned the role of 

organising broad consultation at local level and coordinating local initiatives. New actors in the field, 

as the social rental agencies
4
 and tenants’ associations, obtained formal recognition and subsidies for 

operating costs (De Decker, 2002; De Decker, 2009). The new policy emphasis resulted also in 

budgetary shifts. An increasingly high proportion of the budget for housing policy was allocated to the 

rental sector, especially social housing (Winters & Van Damme, 2004).  

 

However, despite the regionalization of the responsibility for the right to decent housing, the real 

estate income tax remained a competency of the central authorities. In 2005 the system of fiscal 

benefits for encouraging owner-occupation was thoroughly revised. The ‘regular interest relief’, the 

‘additional interest relief’ and the ‘capital deduction’ were abolished and replaced by the ‘Housing 

bonus’ (Woonbonus’). This is a flat rate reduction of 2,770 euro per person during the first ten years, 

rated up by 70 euro if there are more than 3 children. Whereas the former fiscal benefit was restricted 

in time, this is not the case with the Housing bonus. The new system implied that the advantages per 

dwelling were much higher than the former system. Expressed as a percentage of the annuity the 

deduction of the Housing bonus amounts to 50 to 60% of the annuity, while in the former system this 

was 20 to 40% (Valenduc, 2008).  

  

The competence regarding taxation of the Flemish government was limited to stamp duties (transfer 

tax) and to levying supplements on the federal real estate income tax. When at the beginning of the 

second millennium increasing house prices were feeding a discussion on affordability of 

homeownership, the Flemish government started fully exploiting these tax competences. Several new 

deductions were introduced. Another measure introduced in 2002 was that stamp duties due in case of 

a purchase of a dwelling can be ‘transferred’ to a next purchase. This means that the duties that were 

paid on a previous purchase can be deducted from the stamp duties due on the subsequent purchase. 

The cost of these stamp duties reductions rose from approximately 100 million euro in 1999 (Winters 

& Van Damme, 2004) to 304 million euro in 2011. It is now representing more than one third of the 

total Flemish housing budget, which matches the budget for social housing. The renovation premium 

introduced in 2007 was another important new measure. It now accounts for 13.7% of the budget. 

Apart from some minor augmentations, the budgets for most other policy instruments remained stable. 

As a result, since 2002 an increasing part of the housing budget went to homeowners. In 2011, 60% of 

the total Flemish housing budget was spent on the owner-occupied sector and 35% on the social rental 

sector and 5% on the private rental sector. More details can be found in Table 1. 

 

The Flemish budget for the rental sector is almost exclusively assigned to social housing. Social 

housing associations receive investment subsidies for new construction, renovation, land acquisition 

and building of infrastructure (e.g. roads, parks). The eligibility rules and allocation rules, as well as 

the formula for calculating income dependent rents, are laid down at the Flemish level. Social housing 

associations have no means to accommodate their financial needs. According to the housing 

associations’ umbrella organisation, the gap between income and expenditures is increasing and 

leading many associations into financial problems (VVH, 2011) and an increase of investment 

subsidies per dwelling is now discussed. In addition, a huge budget will be necessary to adjust 

dwellings to comply with the new energy requirements. On the other hand, the waiting lists for social 

housing are very long. 

 

                                                 
4
 Social rental agencies rent dwelling on the private rental market and let these to households according to 

housing needs following a system of priority rules. The agencies agree reasonable rents with the landlord and 

guarantee the landlord a regular rental income and correct maintenance.  
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Table 1: Budget of the Flemish and federal government for housing policy, in million euro and in % of 

the total budget for housing 

 

 Budget Flemish 

government (in 

million euro) (1) 

Budget federal 

government (in 

million euro) (2) 

% of Flemish 

housing budget 

Subsidies for homeowners   

Subsidies social loans  58,2 - 6,7 

Insurance against income loss  6,5 - 0,8 

Subsidies for renovation  118,4 - 13,7 

Reduced stamp duties  304,5  35,2 

Fiscal benefits 10,6 1.397,2 1,2 

VAT reductions  NA  

Other subsidies 21,3  2,4 

Total subsidies for homeowners 519,6 NA 60,0 

Subsidies for the social rental sector    

Subsidies for social housing associations  297,9  34,4 

Reduced stamp duties  1,9  0,1 

Fiscal benefits 1,2  0,2 

VAT reduction  NA  

Total subsidies for social rental sector 300,9  34,8 

Subsidies for the private rental sector    

Housing allowance  34,7 - 4,0 

Subsidies for tenants organisations 1,7 - 0,2 

Subsidies for social rental agencies 8,4 - 1,0 

Fiscal benefits  0 0,0 

VAT reduction  NA  

Total subsidies for private rental sector  44,7 5,2 

Total housing subsidies 865,2 1.397,2  

Source: 

(1) Initial budget Flemish government 2011, for some figures own estimations based on hypotheses. 

(2) Budget of the Federal government 2012. See Appendix for details.  

 

In 2009, the Decree on Land and Building Policy (Decreet Grond- en Pandenbeleid) set an ambitious 

investment plan. By 2020, an additional number of 43,000 dwellings for social renting and 21,000 

dwellings for social sale are planned to be built. All municipalities have to meet a ‘social target’. This 

is a minimum number of new social dwellings that have to be available on their territory. The lower 

the current share of social housing, the higher this target is. Also several new measures were 

introduced to stimulate social housing investments. Among these is the duty for public and private 

developers to include a minimum number of social dwellings in large developments (Buijs, 2011).  

 

Accounting only for 5% of the Flemish housing budget and 2.3% of the total housing budget (VAT 

reductions excluded), support for the private rental sector remains extremely limited. Unlike most 

European countries, Flanders has no general housing allowance. There only is a financial contribution 

available for very low income households who move from a ‘poor’ to an ‘adequate’ private rental 
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dwelling or rent a dwelling from a social rental agency. In the near future, the allowance will also be 

available to households that are registered for more than five years on the waiting list for social 

housing.  

 

Even if the Flemish government is in principle fully responsible for housing policy, a number of 

policy instruments are still implemented by the central government. We estimate that the federal fiscal 

benefits for homeownership in Flanders amount to 1.4 billion euros in 2012, an amount that exceeds 

the total housing budget of the Flemish government (865 million euros in 2011). Appendix 1 provides 

more details. Other federal fiscal incentives that mainly go to homeowners are VAT reductions for 

renovation of dwellings older than 6 years and deductions for energy saving operations. 

 

Apart from these deductions the policy favouring home ownership is reflected in the fiscal treatment 

of real estate income tax. Since 2006 income from first house is completely exempted from federal 

income tax, while the income from letting a rental dwelling
5
 is included in taxable income.  

 

4. Unequal distribution of subsidies 
 

Who benefits from housing subsidies in Flanders? Research (Meulemans, Geurts & De Decker, 1996; 

De Decker, 2000) pointed to the presence of a ‘Matthew-effect,
6
 meaning that subsidies targeted to 

lower income groups mainly benefit middle and higher income households. Heylen & Winters 

(mimeo)
7
 use the Housing Survey 2005 and administrative data for 2008 to draw a more recent and 

more comprehensive picture of the distribution of subsidies between income groups and household 

types. Housing subsidy is defined as ‘every measure initiated by the government that lowers the cost 

of the consumption or production of housing’. The study is based on the ‘user cost’ methodology. In 

order to calculate the subsidy levels, the actual housing costs for different groups are compared with a 

benchmark cost, representing the cost in the counterfactual of no subsidy.  

 

The overall picture that emerges from this study is that the two top income quintiles are 

overrepresented in the distribution of subsidies, receiving 23.9% and 23.7% of the total layout for 

subsidies. The lowest quintile receives 20% of all subsidies, while the second and third quintile 

receive (resp.) 17.1% and 15.6% and are therefore underrepresented in this distribution. The study 

therefore confirms the presence of a ‘Matthew-effect’, but not as strongly as in former research. 

 

However, the distribution of subsidies is very different between tenancies. For the federal and Flemish 

subsidies together, the average subsidy for tenants decreases with income, while it increases for 

owner-occupiers. While the Matthew-effect is not obvious for the whole group, it is very pronounced 

for owner-occupiers. The wealthiest households receive a large share of the subsidies, which is mainly 

a consequence of the federal fiscal benefits for owner-occupation. The fiscal system in use before 

2005 implied an average subsidy of 73 euro per month. This subsidy varies from 60 euro in the lowest 

quintile to 113 euro in the highest quintile. The system that came into force in 2005 provides more 

generous tax benefits. The average subsidy of the Housing Bonus is estimated to be 147 euro per 

month, ranging from 117 euro in quintile 1 to 164 euro in quintile 5. The distribution between income 

groups remains very unequal, but less so than in the former system. In addition, the VAT-reduction for 

housing renovation benefits high income groups more than low income groups, since they carry out 

more renovations. On the other hand, fiscal benefits of the Flemish government for owner-occupation 

are more targeted to low income groups. Since ‘modest dwellings’ (with a relatively low imputed rent) 

are overrepresented among the poorer homeowners, the tax advantages are to a lesser extent directed 

to higher income groups. The renovation premium the introduced in 2007 is rather equally distributed 

                                                 
5
 The estimated income from letting a dwelling on the one hand is underestimated, but on the other hand 

augmented with 40%. 
6
 This refers to a passage in the Bible: “At those that have will be given” 

7
 For the first results: see also Heylen K., Distributional impact of housing subsidies in Flanders, ENHR 

Conference 2011, Toulouse. 
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between income groups, with middle class households overrepresented. The average subsidy in 2008 

was 6,300 euro. The number of recipients was 14,686. 

 

That the lowest income groups receive more subsidies than the middle income groups is mainly 

caused by selectivity in social housing. The average subsidy to social renting was 237 euro per month 

in 2008. This covers 50% of the market rent. Since social rents decrease with income, the subsidy is 

higher for the lower income groups. 61% of the total subsidy budget is directed to the first income 

quintile and one third to the second income quintile.  

 

The most selective measures are the housing allowance and the ‘renovation and adjustment premium’
8
 

(VAT, verbeterings- en aanpassingspremie) affect the distribution of subsidies only slightly, since 

only very low income households receive it. The average subsidy for recipients is 101 euros per 

month. This subsidy is almost exclusively targeted to the first income quintile.  

 

The study confirms that policy in the first place benefits owner-occupation. Taking into account both 

the federal and the Flemish subsidies, the average owner-occupier receives 4.3 times more housing 

benefits than the average tenant. If the analysis is restricted to the Flemish subsidies, the distribution 

between tenancies is less uneven, but still in favour of owner-occupation. The average owner-occupier 

receives 1.3 times the average Flemish subsidy of a tenant. 

 

5. Housing affordability high on the political agenda 
 

During the last decade, the increasing house prices strongly fed a public debate on affordability of 

housing. This debate was almost exclusively concentrated on affordability of home-ownership and 

resulted in several policy initiatives and new policy instruments aiming at improving the affordability 

of homeownership. In the historical overview we already referred to the introduction of the Housing 

bonus and several new deductions on stamp duties. But although these new measures aimed at 

improving affordability, they probably contributed importantly to the price increases. Vastmans & 

Buyst (2012) attribute the acceleration of house price increases in 2005 apart from the increase in 

income and the decrease of interest to the Housing Bonus. The possibility to ‘transfer’ stamp duties to 

a subsequent purchase created new dynamics on the housing market. Instead of buying a house for 

lifelong use, as was commonplace in Flanders, young households started buying a flat or a dwelling in 

the expectation of capital gains that would allow them to buy a larger house after some years. These 

increasing dynamics probably fed the price increases. 

 

Apart from the discussion on the affordability of homeownership, also social housing appeared more 

pronounced on the political agenda. The Decree on Land and Building Policy set targets for new 

investments that were twice the number of the investments the years before the Decree and included 

obligations for municipalities and private developers to increase the number of social rental dwellings 

by 43,000 by 2020. However, budgetary restrictions at the Flemish level threaten the implementation 

of this investment plan. Moreover, even this plan is far from sufficient to cover the need, which is 

estimated to concern 180,000 households (Vlaamse Woonraad, 2011). 

 

Policy initiatives targeted to the private rental market were much less prominent. The Flemish policy 

agreement of 2009 announced the introduction of a housing allowance for households that are more 

than five years on the waiting list for social housing. This allowance will probably be granted for the 

first time this summer. But the number of beneficiaries will be limited, as will also be the budget. The 

new measure reflects how policy makers look at private renting: as a temporary housing situation on 

the pathway to social housing. It does not exploit the potential of integrating the private rental sector in 

a housing policy that aims at realizing the right to decent housing. 

 

                                                 
8
 The ‘renovation and adjustment premium’ is premium for stimulating renovation targeted at a very low income 

group. The median premium is 1,250 euro. The number of recipients is approximately 5,000. 
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At this time, there is a historic opportunity for Flemish housing policy to change direction. In October 

2011, a political agreement has been reached for a next step in the reform of the Belgian state. Further 

competences will be transferred from the Federal State to the Regions. Among these are the private 

rental legislation and the fiscal benefits for owner-occupation. This transfer of competence initiated a 

debate on the reorientation of policy. The Flemish Housing Council, in which the main civil society 

actors and experts on housing policy are represented, is preparing an advice to the minister and the 

parliament. Apart from that, in November 2011 the Minister of Housing launched a public debate 

aiming at the development of a long-term housing policy plan. It is the ambition of the minister to 

work out this plan together with the stakeholders and civil society, starting from a profound analysis of 

the current situation and from an exploration of trends and challenges. The transfer of competences of 

housing taxes has the advantage of broadening the horizon and making new choices possible.  

 

Strongly based on evidence, such as the one provided in this paper, stakeholders largely agree on the 

diagnosis and the need to reshape housing subsidies with the aim of improving affordability along new 

lines. However, there no complete consensus on the required remediating initiatives. While 

representatives from tenants organizations, landlords organizations, poverty groups and researchers 

advocate a reorientation from owner-occupation to the rental sector (more social housing and/or a 

substantial housing allowance), representatives from real estate agencies and the private building 

sector argue for VAT-reduction on the construction of new houses. 

 

The general public however, that largely benefits from the available fiscal benefits, cries for the 

continuation of the current system. Most politicians are sensitive to these cries. Shortly after the 

announcement of the transfer of competences, many very quickly communicated that the current 

system would be maintained. The deeply rooted aim to bring owner-occupation within the reach of 

every citizen still continues dominating the political programs of the largest parties. For the local 

elections that will be held in October 2012, housing will again be one of the main priorities of all 

political parties. Moreover, probably, as before, support for housing acquisitions will stay on top of 

most political preference lists. Since the benefits of the current system are so widely spread over the 

Flemish population, it will demand political courage to transform the subsidy system into a more 

efficient and better targeted system, that matches the housing needs identified from research. 

 

6. Conclusion 
 

With the reform of the Belgian state in the 1980s competence for housing policy was transferred from 

the federal state to the regions. Contrary to the preceding Belgian housing policy, which was 

importantly driven by economic goals, the Flemish housing policy starts from the constitutional right 

to decent housing. In the Flemish Housing Code this is defined in terms of affordability, quality and 

residential security. 

 

In this paper we primarily looked at housing affordability. From the factual evidence we conclude that 

from an international perspective the housing affordability in Flanders is on average good. However, 

although the Flemish Housing Code starts from the right to housing and assigns a high priority to the 

housing needs of low-income households, we observe that especially for this group affordability is not 

yet fully achieved. Especially on the private rental market the number of affordability problems calls 

for solutions.  

 

For a long time one of the difficulties to implement the right to housing was that important leverages 

remained federal competence. The political agreement reached in October 2011 concerning a further 

transfer of competences from the federal state to the regions and the ambition of the Housing Minister 

to develop a long-term housing policy plan recently, opened the door for a public debate. The fiscal 

benefits budget that will be transferred from the federal state to the Flemish region will be higher than 

the current Flemish housing policy budget. However, the pressure on politicians to follow the 

traditional path of stimulating owner-occupation for a large group of households will interfere with the 

conclusions of an analysis based on facts and shared by many stakeholders in the housing sector. 

Political courage will be needed to bring the measures and budgets in line with the needs. 
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Appendix 1. Fiscal subsidies for housing in Belgium 

Table A.1: Fiscal subsidies for housing, detail of the Federal budget for housing in million euro, 

Belgium and Flemish Region, 2012 

 Belgium Flemish Region* 

Housing deduction (‘woonaftrek op KI’) (1) 363,1 239,7 

Additional housing deduction from real estate income tax 

(‘aanvullende woonaftrek op KI’) (2) 

0,3 0,2 

Housing bonus (‘woonbonus’) (3) 813,0 491,9 

Additional deduction of intrest payment for mortgage loans 

(‘bijkomende intrestaftrek’) (4) 

34,5 20,9 

Increased tax reduction for long term savings (5) 829,9 502,1 

Life insurance premiums and tax credits for installments of 

mortgage loans (6) 

268,5 162,5 

Intrest deductions (‘gewone intrestaftrek’) (7) (403,6) (244,2) 

VAT reductions NA NA 

Total** 2.309,4 1.397,2 

Source: Budget of the Federal government 2012 and own calculations 

* Estimates for Flemish Region based on share in the number of households, corrected for differences in tenure 

 

(1) A fixed amount of the real estate income of home-owners is not subject to income tax. This amount 

increases with the number of dependent family members. Abolished in 2005 and fading out. 

(2) Additional housing deduction for certain income groups. Also abolished in 2005 and fading out. Under 

certain conditions this deduction applies to owners that let the house. 

(3) Benefit for households with a mortgage of at least 10 years for the own and only dwelling. The 

deduction in 2012 is 2.770 euro per person for the first ten years, increased with 70 euro if there are 

more than 3 children. Introduced in 2005. Will be transferred to the regions in 2014. 

(4) Interest payments that can be deducted from taxable income after other interest payments (7) are 

deducted from the real estate income. Abolished in 2005 and fading out. Transferred to the regions in 

2014. 

(5) Fiscal benefit granted for insurance premiums and down payments for mortgage loans for financing the 

own and only dwelling. With ‘increased’ is meant that the tax deduction is higher than for other forms 

of long term saving (6). Tax deductions for down payments will be transferred to the regions in 2014. 

(6) Fiscal benefit granted for insurance premiums and installments for mortgage loans for financing other 

dwellings than the own and only dwelling. Overestimated since this budget includes also life insurance 

premiums other than for mortgage loans (e.g. pension schemes).  

(7) Interest payments on mortgage loans for buying or building a house can be deducted from real estate 

income if the mortgage is closed for at least 10 years. The deduction cannot exceed the real estate 

income. This deduction also applies to owners that let the house. We do not define this deduction as a 

subsidy since it is regarded as a cost. 

Since some of these benefits are not solely for owner-occupiers the total budget for owner-occupation as counted 

above might be a little overestimated. The available data do not allow to separate budgets between owner-

occupiers and owners that let the house, but the last ones represent only a small part.  

 

 


