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Abstract 

The paper reports on the main developments in the Private Rented Sector (PRS) in Flanders over the 

past few decades. The most striking conclusion is that the PRS contains an ever weakening market. 

One of the root causes can be traced back to historical policy options mainly focusing on 

homeownership through tax incentives and premiums. The percentage of owner-occupied dwellings 

increased ever since the post-war period. The PRS more and more became a residual market 

characterized by little professional letting and inhabited by tenants with a weakening socio-economic 

profile. After discussing the role, size and composition of the PRS due to historic measures, the paper 

elaborates on current and future housing policies, thereby focusing on two key developments. First, 

there is a growing level of understanding that the private rental market needs supportive policies. 

Secondly, the next step in the reform of the Belgian state will offer historic opportunities for the 

Flemish housing policy as new competences such as the rental legislation and the budgets for tax 

benefits will be transferred to the regions. 
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Introduction 

Flanders is one of the three Belgian regions, having 6,300,000 inhabitants, what represents 

approximately 2,500.000 households and 58% of the Belgian population. Since 1980’s, housing policy 

in Belgium is a regional competence. This paper reports on the main developments in the Private 

Rented Sector (PRS) in Flanders over the past few decades. 

In what follows, we firstly describe the role of the PRS in Flanders in policy terms. After discussing 

the role, size and composition of the PRS, we briefly discuss finance and fiscal treatment of the PRS 

as well as regulation. The paper ends with some conclusions concerning the need for new policy 

orientations towards the PRS. 

With this paper we contribute to the Private Rented Markets workshop (WS-22) at the ENHR 

Conference 2013 in Taragonna aiming to review developments in the private rented sector (PRS) over 

the past quarter of a century. 

1. The role of the PRS in policy terms 

Housing policy originated in Belgium at the end of the 19
th
 century. Right from the time of the first 

housing law of 1889, the main policy focus was on home-ownership. Right from the beginning, the 

State provided several incentives to stimulate private homeownership. Development of social housing 

remained limited. Even after the Second World War, when 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). 
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In 1980, the competence for housing policy was transferred from the Belgian state to the three regions: 

Flanders, Brussels and Wallonia. With the Flemish Housing Code of 15 July 1997 the Flemish Region 

made the constitutional right to decent housing the central purpose of its housing policy. Housing 

quality, affordability and residential security became the main objectives of Flemish housing policy. 

The Housing Code also gave priority to people with the highest needs. Not longer economic objectives 

were dominating housing policy, but also territorial and categorical objectives came to the fore. In the 

field of quality control, new policy instruments were introduced. Also new actors that entered the field 

in the 1980’s gained recognition and received from then on subsidies. Among these are the Social 

Rental Agencies, organisations that rent private dwellings and sublet them to vulnerable households, 

prioritised according to need (De Decker, 2002; De Decker, 2009). The new policy emphases were 

also expressed in budgetary shifts. An increasingly high proportion of spending was devoted to the 

rental sector. However, the new budgets mainly were spent on the construction of social dwellings 

(Winters & Van Damme, 2004). The RPS remained almost neglected. 

The last decade, several studies have pointed to the nature and seriousness of the problems in the PRS. 

And whereas in the past the organisations which defend the interests of tenants and landlords often 

took opposing viewpoints, since 2005 these organisations have increasingly agreed on a joint analysis 

of the problem, supported by scientific evidence. In 2009, the Flemish Housing Council, in which the 

main civil society actors and experts on housing policy are represented, produced an advice to the 

Minister and the Parliament asking for a long term view on the PRS and urgent measures (Vlaamse 

Woonraad, 2010). 

Despite the consensus among stakeholders, apart from some minor new measures (see further), 

substantial initiatives towards the PRS remain largely non-existent. Housing policy mainly remains 

oriented towards homeownership, what is largely sustained by the general public. However, 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.  

2. The role of the PRS in meeting general and social needs 

The PRS in Flanders is serving different groups. Based on cluster analysis with variables for housing 

features and for tenant characteristics, Le Roy et al. (2008) demarcate three segments in the Flemish 

PRS, each of more or less the same extent. A first segment combines a low housing quality with a 

weak socio-economic position of the tenants. A second segment contains a large group of starters on 

the housing market, for who renting is just a temporary situation on the way to home ownership. The 

third segment consists of mainly older persons who have moved to private rental apartments because 

these fit better with their changing needs, while getting older. 

Concerning housing quality, the general picture for the last decades is a clear improvement in housing 

quality of the PRS (Winters & De Decker, 2009). However, average quality of the private rental stock 

remains unfavourable compared with the rest of the housing stock. For instance, 76.4% of private 

rented dwellings have ‘moderate facilities’
3
compared to 86.8% of the owner-occupied dwellings. 

Moreover, 21.4% of PRS-dwellings have problems with damp, compared to 9.8% of the owned 

dwellings (Heylen, 2012, based on EU-SILC 2009). 

Furthermore, affordability is more a problem in the PRS than in the owner-occupied sector. In 2008, 

private tenants spent on average 27.8% of their income on rent, compared to 18.7% for homeowners 

with an outstanding mortgage. When we take 30% as the standard for the maximum rent-to-income 

ratio, 31.3% of the private tenants exceed the threshold, against 13.0% of the home-owners (Heylen, 

2012, based on EU-SILC 2009). In the past, these differences in affordability were not yet particularly 
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pronounced. In 1995, the average rent-to-income ratio for private tenants, social tenants and 

homeowners with a mortgage were close to 20%. But from then on the average rent-to-income ratio 

for social tenants and owners increased slightly, whereas that for private tenants rose considerably. 

The increasing differences in affordability between owner-occupiers and tenants are explained by 

diverging incomes. 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). At least partly, the 

increasing gap in affordability between owner-occupiers and tenants is a composition effect. 

Especially the better off transit from the private rental sector to owner-occupation. While on average 

the share of homeownership has been rising between 1976 and 2005 (see further), this is not the case 

for the 60% lowest incomes. As a result, the private rental sector in Flanders is increasingly housing 

vulnerable groups (Heylen e.a., 2007, Winters & De Decker, 2009).  

3. Size, scale and composition of the PRS 

Around the world the term ‘private rental market’ or ‘private rental sector’ covers many different 

rental situations. Haffner e.a. (2009) argue that a definition of the PRS that is based on the allocation 

process offers a good basis for comparative housing research. The defining feature of private rental 

housing in this definition is that market forces play an important role in the allocation of 

accommodation. Organizations in the PRS operate in price-oriented markets where resources and 

access to market are allocated according to ability to pay. This definition fits well with the commonly 

used definition in Flanders. 

Since World War II, the PRS in Flanders has been shrinking in size and in 2005 reached a historic low 

point with a share of 18.4%. Nearly three-quarters (74.4%) of Flemish households occupied their own 

home then, while social housing stood at 5.4% (Heylen et al., 2007; Winters & De Decker, 2009). The 

share of the PRS is higher in urbanised areas than in rural areas. 

Table 1. Occupancy status, Flemish region, 1947-2005 

 1947* 1961* 1970* 1981** 1991** 2001° 2005°° 

Owner 41.5% 55.5% 59.9% 65.6% 68.9% 72.6% 74.4% 

Tenant 58.5% 44.5% 40.1% 32.6% 29.5% 25.8% 24.1% 

 Private tenant 20.5% 18.5% 

 Social tenant 5.3% 5.6% 

Free accommodation 1.8% 1.6% 1.6% 1.6% 

Sources: * Descamps (1997), **Goossens et al. (1997), ° FOD Economie [Federal Economy Department] - 

ADSEI, SEE 2001, °°Heylen et al. (2007). 

There is relatively little professional letting in Flanders. In 2005, 94.4% of all private rental dwellings 

were held by private landlords. These let an average of 2.2 dwellings with a majority (60%) letting 

only one dwelling (Vandenbroucke et al., 2007). So the housing stock is fragmented among 180,000 

small owners. Often, the dwellings are acquired through inheritance. But there are also private 

individuals who deliberately invest in residential property with a view to letting. Especially, the self-

employed regard the rent as a means of supplementing their professional income and their pension. 

Also retired persons are overrepresented among landlords. In 2005, around two-thirds of private 

tenants rent directly from a private landlord, the remainder rent via an estate agency (Vandenbroucke 

et al., 2007), but probably the share of intermediaries has increased since then. A particular form of 

intermediation between tenants and landlords is provided by the ‘social rental agencies’. 
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As was already explained in the former Section, the PRS sector in Flanders is increasingly housing 

vulnerable groups. Private tenants on average show a weaker socio-economic profile than home-

owners. The lowest three quintiles of equivalent income are overrepresented, while the two highest are 

underrepresented. Also the unemployed and the sick or unfit for work are over-represented in the PRS. 

Furthermore, among private tenants the number of households having only one income is significantly 

higher (42%) than among homeowners (26%). Half of the private tenants are singles. And finally, 

there is an over-representation of non-Belgians, both those from the EU and others (Heylen, 2012).  

4. Finance and fiscal treatment 

The limited interest of policy in the PRS in Flanders becomes visible in the financial and fiscal 

treatment of homeowners, landlords and tenants. The tax regime already since the end of the 19the 

century assigns benefits to home-owners (Doms et al., 2001, De Decker, 2000). Before 2005, 

residential property was taxed in federal income tax. In fact, for owner-occupied housing, as a result of 

several kinds of deductions (interest payments, capital reimbursements, life insurance premiums) 

inclusion of imputed income in income tax was almost non-existent (Van Reybrouck & Valenduc, 

2012). In 2005, the principle of taxing income after deduction of costs was left. From then on, for the 

only single dwelling financed by a mortgage loan, imputed rent is not longer subject to taxation at 

federal level, while a fixed sum can be deducted from taxable income. The 2005 reform resulted in a 

higher subsidy per beneficiary (Heylen & Winters, 2012) and to an increasing budgetary cost 

Huyghebaert (2012). The Federal taxation system means that families in Flanders today are still being 

strongly encouraged to acquire their own house. Such incentives are not available for landlords letting 

private dwellings. In 2013, the Flemish Housing Council argued for a thorough reform of the fiscal 

treatment of homeownership, based on the arguments that the 2005 system puts pressure on house 

prices, that the subsidy is unequal distributed among socio-economic groups and is one of the reasons 

behind a shrinking and weakening PRS. 

Moreover, also at regional level there is a higher policy priority for homeownership than for renting, 

while the PRS is almost out of scope. This is obvious from the Flemish housing budget. In 2011, 60% 

of the total Flemish housing budget was spent on the owner-occupied sector (exemptions on 

registration duties, premiums for renovation, subsidies for social loans...), 35% on the social rental 

sector (investment subsidies) and 5% on the PRS.  

The most important financial policy instrument for the PRS is the housing allowance. The first type of 

housing allowance was already provided by the Belgian State before the reform of the State in the 

1980’s. It is a financial contribution for households with a very low income who move from a ‘poor’ 

to a ‘good’ private rental dwelling. Since 2007, the allowance is also granted to households renting a 

dwelling from a Social Rental Agency. In 2012, a new allowance (‘rental premium’) was introduced 

for households that are on the waiting list for social housing for more than five years. Especially the 

last measure shows that policy does not see the PRS as a pillar of the housing system, but rather as a 

waiting room on the way to homeownership or social renting. Less than 0.5% of private tenants now 

receive one of these three types of housing allowances. The average allowance is 185 euro per month 

(Heylen & Winters, 2012). 

Two other recent measures, with a very small impact on the Flemish budget, can be mentioned. The 

first is the ‘rent calculator’, an online tool
4
 for landlords and tenants. After having completed an online 

form with characteristics of the dwelling and its location, the tool calculates a ‘fair rent’. The second is 

a promotion campaign directed at private landlords aiming to expand the stock let by Social Rental 

Agencies. Additionally, at the moment plans are drawn for a rental guarantee fund, aiming to 

guarantee the landlord the rent payment in case of a drop in income of the tenants. 

In October 2011, after very long negotiations, a political agreement was reached on further transfer of 

competences of the federal state to the Regions, including the tax allowances for owner-occupation. It 
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will be a major challenge for the regions to get the budgetary cost under control and to reorient the 

budgetary means in order to increase effectiveness of policy (Winters, 2013). 

5. Regulation 

After the Second World War, the starting signal for a particular rental legislation was given by a series 

of temporary laws in which the federal government aimed to curb the inflation and especially the rise 

in rents. All these temporary rental laws included a blocking of rents or a limitation of rent increases to 

a certain maximum, combined with the prolongation of the existing agreements in order to ensure the 

security of tenure. The PRS could then be seen as a free market that was interrupted at irregular 

intervals through government intervention. However, it soon became clear that such a legislative 

policy was not a good method, because it led to legal uncertainty, and that a more fundamental 

approach was needed. Therefore, bills that aimed at a thorough and fundamental reform of the tenancy 

law were submitted already at the end of the 1970s (Herbots & Merchiers, 1991). Nevertheless, it was 

only in 1991 that a separate, lasting rental legislation was included in the Civil Code (House Rent 

Act).  

The main goal of the House Rent Act was to create a stable, sustainable and balanced rental 

legislation. The law included provisions in the field of security of tenure, financial aspects, housing 

quality and maintenance. The most important part of the reform, however, was the duration of the 

rental agreement. Although subject to certain exceptions, the duration was principally set at nine years. 

Thus the government believed that the residential security of the tenant and his family would be 

ensured. The government also assumed that the extended duration would restore the contractual 

equality between the parties and the desired balance between tenants and owners. Moreover, the 

House Rent Act contains a set of minimum standards with regard to housing quality. As the 

uncertainty of housing would disappear, it was assumed that the tenant might assert his rights 

regarding the condition and maintenance of the rented property without the risk of being expelled (Van 

Oevelen, 2009).  

Any system of rental control, on the other hand, was explicitly rejected. In this area, the House Rent 

Act still respects the contractual freedom and leaves parties free to determine the rent. As a 

compensation for the principle of the nine-year period, the legislator also provided for the possibility 

to adjust the agreed rent in accordance with the cost of living (‘Health index’), as well as to review it if 

certain objective criteria are met. As such, a fair return on investment for the landlord would be 

guaranteed during the course of the contract. Moreover, the government decided that it was not 

appropriate to stop rent increases artificially, but thought that strong and sudden increases would be 

offset by the extension of the duration of the contracts. The rate at which contracts follow each other 

would also be delayed, which was in turn considered to have a price lowering effect (Dambre, 2009). 

The House Rent Act was amended several times since then, but no fundamental changes have ever 

been made. The legislator rather intended to safeguard the realization of the original objectives 

(Hubeau, Dambre & De Smedt, 1997). A major change, however, came with the transfer of the 

authority for housing policy from the Belgian federal state to the regions in 1980. The competence for 

the rental legislation was not included in this transfer, but the regions started to adopt regulations with 

similar goals. The Flemish Housing Code of 15 july 1997, for example, starts form the constitutional 

right to decent housing and therefore promotes the availability of suitable dwellings, of good quality, 

in a decent residential environment, at an affordable price and with residential security. For all that, 

most attention was paid to housing quality. Minimum standards were introduced together with an 

extensive system of administrative and legal actions (De Smedt, 2013).  

In practice, however, the results show a mixed picture. The core of the rental law is for example the 

nine year period, but more than half of the rental contracts are concluded for a period of three years or 

less due to a legal exemption (Tratsaert, 2012). It is also claimed that termination options for the 

landlord are too broad, through which the main objective of the law, namely guaranteeing security of 

tenure, is further eroded (Dambre, 2013). Nevertheless, a period of three years or less does not 
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necessarily imply weak residential security, as it can also be in favor of the tenant. When private 

tenants themselves were asked about their security of tenure, few more than over 1 in 10 considered 

themselves as ‘unsure’ or ‘very unsure’ of whether they could continue to live in the same house 

(Winters & De Decker, 2009). Furthermore, a considerable improvement is made with regard to 

housing quality, but the federal House Rent Act is not well matched with the Flemish Housing Code, 

through which various regulatory provisions are contradictory or even nullify each other. This 

statement is especially applicable in the area of the minimum standards that both the Belgian state and 

the Flemish government adopted (Vandromme, 2008). 

Recently, a political agreement foresees in the next step in the Belgian state reform and especially in 

the transfer of the competences for housing taxation and rental legislation. Some policy instruments, 

however, will remain a federal responsibility. For instance, the procedural law will remain a federal 

matter, while it is of most importance for the dispute resolution between landlords and tenants, as a 

procedure in court offers the only arranged options to achieve reconciliation or a settlement. 

Nevertheless, in 2007 the federal government experimented with local, independent rent committees 

that were composed by representatives of both tenants and owners. Their role was, among others, to 

act as a mediator in disputes. As the rental legislation will be transferred to the regions, the Flemish 

government could consider to reinstall these committees and even give them the power to pronounce a 

binding verdict (Noël, Goossens, Bernard et al, 2007). 

Furthermore, as the PRS contains a shrinking market while a significant proportion of the more 

vulnerable households anyhow depend on it and parties are at the same time free to determine the rent, 

some authors demand for a system of rent control in Flanders. In fact, the agreed rent often appears to 

be not in accordance with the quality of the rented premises since the demand for especially cheaper 

housing more and more exceeds the supply. In this regard, several bills introducing a system of rent 

control were already submitted over the past few years, but the Flemish government did not have the 

competence to introduce a binding regulation (Dambre, 2009; De Smedt, 2013). At this time, hopes 

are high that the next step in the Belgian state reform will ensure that the rental legislation can be fine-

tuned with the Flemish housing policy and, on the other hand, new measures can be taken that respond 

to the specific Flemish situation.  

6. Conclusion  

The PRS in Flanders has been shrinking since the World War Two. One of the root causes can be 

traced back to historical policy options mainly focusing on homeownership through tax incentives and 

premiums, but also low interest rates and favourable economic conditions contributed to increasing 

homeownership. Although in Flanders this evolution usually is regarded as a success, it should be 

recognized that not all income groups succeeded equally in becoming homeowner. The PRS more and 

more became inhabited by tenants with a weak socio-economic profile. The sector is characterized by 

little professional letting and a rather low return on investments. Traditionally, policy shows little 

interest in the PRS, as is also reflected in the division of housing policy budgets. However, the most 

recent years there is a growing level of understanding that the private rental market needs supportive 

policies. Apart from some minor new measures, a significant shift towards a private rental policy is 

not visible yet, nor in policy instruments, nor in budgets. However, the planned next step in the reform 

of the Belgian State will offer historic opportunities for the Flemish housing policy as new 

competences such as rental legislation and the budgets for tax benefits will be transferred to the 

regions. 
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7. Summary 

Evolution of Private Rented Sector in 
Flanders (Belgium) 

Milestones over 25 years of ENHR 

Features Late 1980s 1990s 2000s Present  

Role of PRS in policy terms 
 Major statements/changes of policy  
 Relative position to other tenures 
 Role in meeting general/social needs 

 Little policy interest in PRS 
 Policy mainly oriented 

towards homeownership 

 idem  Idem, but growing 
concern in the field 
on the position of 
the PRS in the 
housing market 

 Growing concern 
did not lead to 
fundamental 
reorientations in 
policy 

 Historical 
opportunitie within 
the context of next 
Reform of State 

Size, scale and composition of PRS 
 Country-specific definition of PRS 
 % of housing stock 
 Tenant and landlord profile  

 Shrinking PRS  
 25-30% 
 

 Shrinking PRS 
 20-25% 
 Weakening profile 

of tenants 
 Small private 

landlords 

 Shrinking PRS 
 Around 20% 
 Weakening profile 

of tenants 
 Small private 

landlords 

 NA 

Finance and fiscal treatment 
 Incentives/finance for investors 
 Institutional Investment 
 Tax treatment of landlords (major 

changes) 
 Subsidies for tenants  

 No incentives for landlords 
 No institutional investments 
 Preferential treatment 

homeownership 
 Small housing allowance 

 Idem 
 

 Idem 
 

 Idem 
 

 idem 

 idem 
 

 idem 
 2005: increasing 

tax benefits 
homeowners 

 New types of HA, 
but limited extent 

 Historical 
opportunitie within 
the context of next 
Reform of State 

Regulation  

 Goals of regulation 

 Focus of Regulation  
 

 Control inflation 

 Prolongation of existing 
agreements 

 Blocking of rents or a limitation 
of rent increases to a certain 
maximum 

 A sustainable and 
balanced legislation  

 No rent control 

 Introduction of 
quality standards 

 Principal duration 
of 9 years 

 Idem 
 

 Idem 
 

 Idem 
 

 idem 

 Historical 
opportunity within 
the context of next 
Reform of State 
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