
Follow up to the European Parliament Resolution on Social Housing in the European Union, adopted by the Commission on 8 October 2013
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5.
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6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the Resolution and requests made in it:

The Resolution calls for better addressing the housing needs of EU citizens through promoting the social and economic role of social housing and moving towards a European social housing policy. The issue is seen in a very broad context as detailed in the following headline titles: Encouraging investment to boost local employment and the green economy; Combating poverty and promoting inclusion and social cohesion; and Combating energy poverty.

The Resolution asserts that access to affordable, adequate and secure accommodation is a fundamental right and a suitable tool for achieving social justice and cohesion (paragraphs 7, 20 and 27). It identifies investment in affordable housing as a precondition for enhanced labour mobility and increased employment opportunities and it emphasizes the potential macro-economic role of the provision of social housing for broad levels of the population by boosting economies, keeping property bubbles in check and contributing to skills development in the labour force (paragraphs 34 and 35). Inter alia, it calls on the Commission to set out a European social housing action framework for housing policy. This framework should aim at ensuring consistency between the various policy instruments of the EU, at clarifying the definition of social housing and the EU State aid guidelines regarding housing renovations and investments, as well as at making other potential sources of financing available to Member States for the development and renovation of social housing stocks as forms of social investment (paragraphs 5, 6, 12, 31 and 73).

The Resolution urges Member States to make, with the help of the Commission, better use of EU funding so as to support the social housing sector, in particular where it serves the needs of marginalised groups (paragraphs 11, 50, 51,) and to include social housing investment in their long-term budgetary objectives (paragraph 16). It further asks Member States to fight energy poverty by integrated measures, coordinated by the Commission (paragraph 69).

It also requests that the Commission implements without delay the Parliament's Resolution on an EU Homelessness Strategy (paragraph 47). It calls on the Commission and the Eurofound Agency to carry out a study in 2014 into the cost of failing to act on the issue of inadequate housing and to examine the effectiveness of direct supply of social housing as an alternative to housing allowances (paragraphs 41 and 42).

The Resolution invites the Commission and the Agency for Fundamental Rights to promote the exchange of best practices in the effective implementation of the right to housing for particularly vulnerable groups, including the homeless (paragraphs 20, 21 and 40); it calls on the Commission to follow such activities within the Social Investment Package and social protection and social inclusion framework (paragraphs 15, 39), to monitor social investment more closely (paragraph 8), to focus on social innovation in order to improve access to housing and reduce homelessness (paragraph 10), to carry out a study into the effectiveness of social impact investment models in the social housing sector (paragraph 63) and to introduce integrated cooperation models bringing together service providers for disadvantaged people and social housing providers (paragraph 49). It urges the EU to promote gender-sensitive policies, with consideration of the gender aspects of homelessness and provide for housing for victims of domestic violence (paragraphs 48 and 64) and invites the Commission to adopt a Communication on Energy Poverty, coupled with measures to protect vulnerable consumers (paragraphs 67 and 68).

7.
Response to the requests and outlook regarding the action that the Commission has taken or intends to take:

Paragraphs 5, 15 and 47

Member States are primarily responsible for the design and implementation of housing policies, including social housing. The Commission continues to provide them with support through mobilising various EU policies and EU Funds. The Social Investment Package, and notably the Commission Staff Working Document on Confronting Homelessness in the European Union
, takes stock of different EU policy actions and funds through which the Commission helps Member States to implement integrated housing-led strategies to prevent and tackle homelessness and housing exclusion.

The need for consistency between the various policy instruments in the EU is of course important. In the context of the next ESIF programs – when it comes to ex-ante conditionalities, under different thematic objectives – the Commission is going to check the strategic background and links of the ESIF planning with other national and EU programs.

Paragraph 6

The Commission doubts that it would be for the Commission to provide a definition of social housing. As social service of general interest, the scope and organisation of social housing vary considerably from one Member State to another, depending on the history and culture of public intervention in each Member State. This diversity is recognised and respected at EU level
.

Paragraph 7

The Commission's Social Investment Package
 advances housing support as one policy area where Member States should put greater focus, in order to "better reflect social investment in the allocation of resources and the general architecture of social policy". The "social investment pact" called for in 2012 by the Parliament has much common ground with the Commission's 2013 Social Investment Package.

Paragraph 8

The Commission will indeed monitor, in the framework of the European Semester, the efficiency and effectiveness of social systems and their emphasis on social investment. The Social Protection Committee (SPC) is already working on the financing of social protection systems and on the efficiency and effectiveness of social protection expenditure. This will include developing a methodology to assist Member States in this by the end of 2013. Besides, the Commission will continue to monitor any potential imbalances at the housing market as well as housing cost overburden.

Paragraph 10
As emphasized in the Social Investment Package, the Commission agrees that the potential of social policy innovation and research should be fully exploited to support social policy development and to increase understanding of social problems and needs. The PROGRESS programme and its successor in the 2014-2020 financial period, the EaSI programme, remain available to finance the testing of innovative methods in the social policy field and social policy reforms, including on housing and homelessness policies. The EU framework programme on research also provides funding for studies of relevance, the WILCO project on Social Innovations for Social Cohesion for example includes housing projects as well.
Paragraph 11

The Commission helps Member States handling their social hardships through the EU social inclusion and protection policy and to this end, also works together with Member States in the Social Protection Committee.

In the Social Investment Package, the Commission calls for a set social policy reforms to be implemented in Member States to better tackle the consequences of the crisis and of demographic challenges with EU policy support and by mobilising EU Funds. Housing and homelessness are addressed in many documents of the Package, including the Recommendation on Investing in children
.

The Commission Staff Working Document on Active Inclusion
 reinforces the policy messages of the 2008 Recommendation on Active Inclusion,
 which called on Member States to provide services that are essential for supporting social inclusion policies such as housing support and social housing. The Social Investment Package also encourages Member States to revise their respective safeguard measures against evictions. The EU Framework for national Roma integration strategies recognises housing as a key area of intervention and the Commission's proposal for a Council Recommendation on effective Roma integration measures in the Member States
 suggests targeted policy measures to promote non-discriminatory access to social housing for Roma people.

The Commission would like to clarify that the Credit Agreement related to Residential Property (CARRP) does not seek to impose restrictions on credit agreements per se, but introduces for the first time EU-wide rules for the conduct of credit worthiness assessments. Debt settlement procedures do not fall under the Commission's competence, however, and are regulated at Member States' level. The CARRP includes a review clause which stipulates that the Commission should assess in five years' time whether further initiatives, amongst others, in the post-contractual area might be necessary.

The Commission contracted out recently studies, one by the Financial Services User Group (FSUG) on "means to protect consumers in financial difficulty: Personal bankruptcy, datio in solutum of mortgages, and restrictions on debt collection abusive practices", which was published in December 2012 and one on "the over-indebtedness of European households: updated mapping of the situation, nature and causes, effects and initiatives for alleviating its impact" which is expected by the end of 2013. Once both studies are available, the Commission will thoroughly examine whether and to what extent further action at Union level will be necessary.

Paragraphs 12, 16 and 73

The Social Investment Package provides guidance to help reach the Europe 2020 targets by establishing a link between social policies, the reforms as recommended in the European semester and the relevant EU funds. This also calls for improved measurement of poverty and greater timeliness of EU-wide social statistics that monitor trends and performance.

The Commission will address housing policy problems in the European semester context as necessary. The current economic context accentuated the need for balancing and increasing the efficiency of social housing policies in order to ensure that they serve those in need. In assessing whether or not the size of the social housing sector should be subject of a country-specific recommendation, the Commission will take into account country-specific conditions.

The Commission Decision
 which is part of the 2011 Almunia Package on State aid rules for Services of General Economic Interest (SGEI) refers to undertakings in charge of the provision of social housing "for disadvantaged citizens or socially less advantaged groups, who due to solvency constraints are unable to obtain housing at market conditions". However, this is not a definition of social housing as such. The purpose of this text is to define the scope of application of the exemption from notification for compensations to undertakings in charge of providing social housing which are entrusted of a task of general interest.

This requirement is fully in line with Article 34 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights, which refers to social and housing assistance "for all those who lack sufficient resources".

Moreover, the exemption of notification of which social housing benefitted since 2005 shows that the Commission has granted social housing a preferential treatment which reflects its specificities.

The new rules on Economic Services of General Interest adopted in 2011 and 2012 by the Commission also clarified a large number of questions regarding the financing of social housing as a service of general economic interest. The Commission is currently working on its State aid modernization initiative, which will bring additional clarity to the application of State aid rules.

Paragraphs 20, 21, 31, 40 and 50

Member States may allocate funding including the European Regional Development Fund to finance social housing in the new programming period. The European Social Fund can notably finance improving access to quality social services. The Commission's proposal for a new Fund for European Aid for the Most Deprived identifies homeless people as one of the target group that would benefit from material assistance, food or basic consumer goods. This material assistance could complement the interventions supported by the ERDF or the ESF. The Commission does not plan to impose guaranteed funding or any earmarking for social housing for the programming period 2014-2020, equal to the amount of the current programming period. Following the principle of the shared management, it namely belongs to the Member States to decide whether they wish to map social housing needs and design the necessary programs and the related funding.

The Social Open Method of Coordination provides an EU-level platform for knowledge -sharing and exchange of good practice in the social policy domain. The Commission also organises events for discussion. For example, the Annual Conventions on the Platform against Poverty and Social Exclusion take stock of major social policy developments. The Knowledge Bank announced in the Social Investment Communication and currently under development, will offer a useful platform for the innovatory exchange of good practices concerning housing that the Resolution calls for.

Paragraph 27

In supporting Member States develop housing policies, the Commission continues to cooperate with EU-level networks and other stakeholders active in this field. Social housing actions, especially in the new programming period for ESIF funds, should be designed, and also implemented, following an integrated approach. This approach is an indispensable element of the integrated sustainable urban development, and also of the Integrated Territorial Investment and Community-led local development. Initiatives, solely focusing on the housing measures should not be planned and approved in the new programming period.

Paragraph 31

The current VAT directive allows Member States to apply reduced VAT rates on social housing. MS are free to opt for this possibility, according to their own budgetary needs and social policy.

It is however to be noted that the economic literature has shown in several studies that applying VAT reduced rate is not the most efficient tool to promote one specific sector. Subsidies are more efficient since they can be targeted to the persons in real needs. The Commission is currently in the process of reviewing the current structure of the VAT rates. However, the Commission has at this stage not taken any decision as to the potential content of a future legislative proposal on VAT rates.

Paragraph 34

The Commission announced in the Europe 2020 flagship initiative “An agenda for new skills and jobs” the launch of a European Skills Panorama (EUSP). This has been prepared joining efforts from Commission's education and employment services; a prototype version has been launched in December 2012 (euskillspanorama.ec.europa.eu). The EUSP provides a single access point to the existing intelligence on skills supply, demand and mismatches. This information comes from several European sources as well as national sources of information. Also within the framework of the EUSP analysis on specific occupations, sectors or skills, is provided to the users based on the different sources of information together.

Paragraph 35

The Commission has taken note of the request of the European Parliament to support incorporating into the framework for lifelong learning a ninth key competence relating to environment, climate change and sustainable development.

Paragraph 39

The Commission highlights the importance of housing to social investment in the Social Investment Package and will foster the implementation and monitoring of actions and policy practices laid down therein.

Paragraph 41

The Commission conducted in 2010 a study of relevance titled “Housing exclusion: welfare policies, housing provision and labour markets”. The Commission will also launch a pilot project in 2013 to help Member States develop a methodology for reference budgets enabling a decent standard of living. Besides, the Commission will continue to cooperate with the OECD, Eurofound and other stakeholders to get a better insight how to improve access to affordable housing for those in need.

Paragraph 42

Eurofound, in cooperation with the Commission, is in the process of setting up its 2014 Work Programme, which will be designed with due regard to the priorities and needs indicated by all types of stakeholders.

Paragraphs 48 and 64

The Commission agrees that gender equality aspects and the protection of families should be duly considered both at policy-making and monitoring framework, not least as the number of women and families experiencing homelessness seems to be on the rise. Under all thematic objectives, ESIF programs should be aligned with the gender equality principle, as it is pointed out in the ESIF regulation.

The Commission's full commitment to a comprehensive framework to protect victims of gender-based violence is demonstrated through a range of key initiatives including the Women's Charter, the Strategy for equality between women and men 2010-2015, the "victims' package" or regarding its work on the European Protection Order. The Commission also actively contributed to the Council conclusions on "Combatting Violence Against Women, and the Provision of Support Services for Victims of Domestic Violence", adopted in December 2012. Improving knowledge and data collection, adoption of legislative action where the EU has competence to act, exchange of good practices, empowerment of women, awareness raising and funding are among the key priorities of the Commission. In 2013, the Commission announced 3.7 million Euros in funding to support Member States' activities to raise awareness of violence against women (under the PROGRESS Program) and a further EUR 11.4 million euro for NGOs and others working with victims (under the DAPHNE III program). An important focus of these actions has always been prevention of violence, victim support (such as women's shelters run by NGOs), training of professionals and awareness-raising.

Defining allocation priorities for social housing, such as prioritising middle-class families, falls into the remit of Member States, who can decide according to local needs.

Paragraph 49
The Social Investment communication's which promotes "individualised and integrated services and benefits (e.g. provided through one stop shops)" is very much in line with Parliament’s demand.

Paragraph 51

The Commission agrees on the need to invest in the construction and refurbishment of affordable social housing in order to address the specific needs of disabled persons. The Commission also recognises the positive role that the European Social Entrepreneurship Funds could play as regards social support and integration-through-housing projects. Indeed, the related Regulation
 states that social undertakings, providing social services or goods to vulnerable, include access to housing, healthcare, assistance for disabled persons.

Paragraph 63

The Commission is continuing to explore the potential of social impact bonds and social housing could be one of the possible areas for their application.

Paragraphs 67 and 68

The housing sector, including social housing sector, plays an important role for improving energy efficiency and reducing the EU’s energy dependency. There is a potential for the creation of green local jobs in the construction and renovation industries, and Member States could use the European Social Fund to improve the workforce skills in order to meet the challenges linked to the creation of resource-efficient and low-carbon economy.

Given the 20% climate mainstreaming objective for the next Multiannual Financial Framework, the EU’s 2014-2020 Cohesion Policy should prioritise investments in energy efficiency and the use of renewables in social and affordable housing.

With regard to combating energy poverty, the Commission intends to present an analysis of the composition and drivers of energy prices and costs in Member States before the end of 2013, with one of the focus areas being the impact on households.

In this context it is important to note that according to the EU ETS Directive
, at least 50% of the revenues generated from EU ETS auctioning allowances should be used among others to provide financial support to lower and middle income households in order to address social aspects.

The Commission takes due note of the call of the Resolution to make sure that the deepening of the internal energy market goes hand in hand with measures to protect vulnerable consumers.
Paragraph 69

Building on the implementation experiences with financial instruments in current and past cohesion policy cycles and reflecting the importance attached to them in the multiannual financial framework 2014-2020, the Commission has proposed to further expand and strengthen the use of such instruments in the next programming period as a more efficient and sustainable alternative to complement traditional grant-based financing. In general, energy efficiency investments in buildings will entail a cost-savings stream, either for the owner of the building and/or for the tenant. The option of creating value for energy savings through market mechanisms (energy saving obligations, energy service companies, etc.) should be considered before public funding. Against this background, the possible use of financial instruments with ESIF Funds contribution should be considered if an ex-ante assessment has been established with an evidence of market failure or a sub-optimal investment situation and investments are expected to be financially viable, including revolving funds and guarantee schemes.

Grants should be used primarily to support deep renovation going beyond cost-optimal levels or to support innovative technologies. In case of multi-apartment housing where the owners/ tenants may not be able to make the investments in energy efficiency themselves, grants as well as combinations of financial instruments with grants may be considered, in particular higher grant intensities might be relevant in cases where improving energy efficiency helps to address energy poverty. As a basis for designing schemes as well as individual projects, a financial analysis thus needs to be carried out, ensuring that investments are incentivised and optimally leveraged with the right level of support, thus triggering a maximum of investment with a minimum of public support. The necessary support instruments will vary from Member States to Member States, taking into consideration specific national or regional circumstances, e.g. ownership structures and social situation.
-----------------
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