
AFFORDABLE HOUSING THAT WORKS: THE MODELS 

We think the Council should support a pilot program based on the Singapore and Vienna models 
and if feasible, implement a similar program. It should be noted that the government purchases the land 
on which the housing is built, generating revenue from stores, shops and other commercial enterprises that 
are part of the building complex. Some observations: 
 
These cities succeed without our poor results, a semi-functional public housing authority and the 
developer scam of building pricey upper-end units by using both government largesse and illegally 
misallocating affordable housing funds to more profitable high-end units (cited in the D.C. Auditor’s report).    
 
Developers won’t convince us with the tired argument that it won’t work here, or that America is so 
exceptional we don’t need to look elsewhere. We all came from elsewhere. Our exceptional ways with 
the pandemic don’t work, and neither do they with affordable housing. 
 
When all told, we fear that perhaps the main obstacle to any pilot program would surface in 
developer opposition and real estate lobby influence. Money talks, and produces lobbyists, lawyers and 
public relations that can persuade, cajole, and threaten their way to influence with the politicians, the 
regulatory agencies and even the media with its large amounts of real estate classified ads. What’s a tenant 
to do? Use your power to vote, write and rally, protest and debate. And study the issues beyond what the 
corporate real estate- backed and -financed media says. 
 
See the HUD and World Bank studies showing Singapore and Vienna’s government-built and -maintained 
housing and environments of superior quality:   

View the Vienna’s model below or on HUD’s site at, 
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/pdredge/pdr_edge_featd_article_011314.html 

The Singapore example also below, or view the World Bank website: “But what about Singapore?” 
Lessons from the best public housing program in the world 
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Vienna’s Unique Social Housing Program 



 
 
 
The Kabelwerk social housing project includes 1,004 housing units and wonderful amenities for the residents. Image courtesy of Pamela Lindstrom, 
Commissioner of the Housing Opportunities Commission of Montgomery County, Maryland. 
 
The city of Vienna, Austria, famous for its rich cultural and architectural heritage, is also recognized for its unique 
social housing program. In practice for nearly a century, Vienna’s social housing system is known as an effective 
and innovative model for providing superior, affordable housing to the city’s residents. The Vienna model was 
recently the subject of an exhibit in New York City hosted by the Austrian Cultural Forum that generated 
substantial interest among those in the U.S. working to improve the quality and accessibility of affordable housing 
for American families. The model showcases the innovation, creativity, and freshness of design with which well-
known architects, working with different private sector developers, have helped to shape Vienna’s affordable 
housing. More recently, on November 12, 2013, the Housing Opportunities Commission of Montgomery County, 
Maryland and the Montgomery Housing Partnership hosted a discussion about this remarkable social housing 
program. 
 
The term social housing is used extensively in Europe to refer to government-owned or regulated affordable 
housing. A comparative study of social housing programs in European nations finds that they vary substantially 
— in their histories of origin, who they serve, where housing is located, the physical nature of the housing stock, 
the means of financing new housing, and even how their housing subsidies work. Vienna’s legacy of giving high 
priority to providing high-quality housing for the working class dates back to the “Red Vienna” period of the early 
20th century, when the majority socialist government made providing quality affordable housing for city residents 
a priority. Vienna remains committed to this cause to this day. 

The November discussion in Montgomery County, Maryland was led by Pamela Lindstrom, commissioner of the 
Housing Opportunities Commission. Lindstrom explained that Vienna’s city government owns and manages 
220,000 housing units, which represent about 25 percent of the city’s housing stock.1 These city-owned housing 
units, called social housing, are meant primarily for lower-income residents. The city also indirectly controls 
200,000 units that are built and owned by limited-profit private developers but developed through a city-regulated 
process. Vienna adopted the latter approach in the 1980s, when it decided to collaborate with the private sector 
to build affordable housing rather than developing and owning more public housing. The city buys land deemed 
suitable for residential development and retains control over the type and nature of development. The city then 
solicits proposals from various private developers, which will build and retain ownership of the housing units. A 
jury evaluates these proposals based on four criteria: architectural quality, environmental performance, social 
sustainability, and economic parameters such as proposed rent levels and costs.2 After the jury selects a 
developer, the city sells the land to the developer at an affordable price. In addition, the city gives the developer a 
loan with favorable terms such as low interest rates and extended repayment periods. 

Private developers who collaborate with the city government to build affordable housing must allow the city to 
rent half of the new apartments to lower-income residents; the developer generally leases the remaining units to 
moderate-income residents. In some projects, future tenants participate in the planning, design, and construction 
process and give input on what kind of facilities they would like to have in the building. 



 
The Wohnpark Neue Donau housing project is built along the Danube river and consists of 850 apartments spread across one, two and three bedroom 
units. Image courtesy of Pamela Lindstrom, Commissioner of the Housing Opportunities Commission of Montgomery County, Maryland. 
 
Rents are regulated by the city government so that none of the residents pay any more than 20 to 25 percent of 
their household income for housing, compared to the corresponding 30 percent benchmark in the U.S. A unique 
feature of Vienna’s social housing program, Lindstrom noted, is that the city’s income restrictions for subsidized 
units only apply when families first move in. Residents are never required to move out, even if household income 
levels increase in the following years. This arrangement results in a substantial number of moderate-income 
residents living in subsidized housing, and this mixing together of residents with different income levels helps with 
social integration. Since the city has a large stock of affordable housing, these middle-income residents typically 
do not crowd out lower-income residents.3 Because the city continues to add new units that are subsidized, 
about 5,000 annually, and available to lower income residents, housing developments do not devolve into 
middle-class enclaves nor do they become stigmatized concentrations of poverty. 
 
Lindstrom highlighted some examples of social housing projects in Vienna including the Kabelwerk and 
the Wohnpark Neue Donau housing projects. Built on an old industrial site spanning about 7 hectares, the 
Kabelwerk social housing project has a total of 1,004 housing units spread across various housing types 
including subsidized rental housing, subsidized owner-occupied homes, apartments for refugees, and student 
housing. The development includes amenities such as shops, restaurants, a kindergarten, meeting rooms, and a 
rooftop pool which enhance the quality of life for the residents. Wohnpark Neue Donau is built along the Danube 
River over an underground expressway. Consisting of a total of 850 units that vary from subsidized rentals to 
free-market penthouses, the housing blocks are arranged diagonally, which distributes the building’s load over 
the expressway deck and provides the apartments with a river view. The buildings are designed in such a way 
that they step down towards the river, which creates rooftop terrace apartments, and residents enjoy a nearby 
residential park. The development features one, two, and three bedroom units, and the ground floor units have 
wall-enclosed private gardens that are especially suited for families with children. Nearby amenities (shops, a 
school, a church, a kindergarten) mix with office high-rises and other residential neighborhoods — all part of a 
master plan by architects Adolf Krischanitz and Heinz Neumann. 

Vienna’s innovative social housing projects demonstrate the city’s commitment to affordability, high-quality 
architecture, energy conservation, and resident participation. In addition to other infrastructure systems and 
facilities, the effectiveness of the housing program has helped in making the city one of the most livable cities in 
the world, as judged by The Economist and Monocle in 2012, and as the city that offers the world’s highest 
quality of life, according to Mercer’s Quality of Living survey for the past four years. 
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As we approach the 9th World Urban Forum in Kuala Lumpur next week, one of the essential challenges in 
implementing the New Urban Agenda that governments are struggling with is the provision at scale of high 
quality affordable housing, a key part of the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 11 of building sustainable 
cities and communities. 
  
When I worked on affordable housing in Latin America, one consistent piece of advice we would give our 
clients was that it is not a good idea for governments to build and provide housing themselves. Instead, in the 
words of the famous (and sadly late) World Bank economist Steve Mayo, we should enable housing markets 
to work. Our clients would always respond by saying, “But what about Singapore?” And we would say the 
Singapore case is too sui generis and non-replicable. 
 
[Learn more about the World Bank's participation in the World Urban Forum] 
  
Now, having lived in the beautiful red-dot city state for two and half years, and seeing up close the 
experience of public housing in Singapore, one is struck by elements of the Singapore housing experience 
that are striking for its foresight and, yes, its replicability!  
  
Singapore’s governing philosophy has famously been described as “think ahead, think again and think 
across.” Nowhere is this more apparent than how the founding fathers designed the national housing 
program, and how it has adapted and evolved over the years, responding to changed circumstances and 
needs. 
 
It is hard to believe today but in 1947 the British Housing Committee reported that 72% of a total population 
of 938,000 of Singapore was living within the 80 square kilometers that made up the central city area. When 
Singapore attained self-government in 1959, only 9% of Singaporeans resided in public housing. Today, 80% 
of Singaporeans live a government built apartment. There are about one million Housing and Development 
Board (HDB) apartments, largely clustered in 23 self-contained new towns that extend around the city’s 
coastal core. 
  
How has Singapore succeeded where so many other countries have failed dismally?  At the risk of over-
simplification, there seem to be four essential ingredients to this astonishing success story: 



1. The importance of neighborhoods. 
 
Recent research by the Stanford economist Raj Chetty and others have underlined what many urban 
professionals long suspected, that, in the quest for the design of inclusive and sustainable cities, the careful 
bottom-up design of neighborhoods matters a lot!  
 
Poorly designed public housing in cities ranging from the infamous projects in the New York and 
the banlieues of Paris have resulted in creating poverty ghettoes that intensify and amplify inequalities and 
fuel social unrest. Many of these have had to be demolished. 
 
Singapore got this fundamental fact right early on. Housing estates are carefully designed with mixed-income 
housing, each having access to high-quality public transport and education, and the famous Singapore 
hawker centers where all income classes and ethnicities meet, socialize, play, and dine together on delicious 
and affordable food. At least two such hawker stalls have a Michelin star! 
 
The apartment blocks are designed to encourage the “kampong” (social cohesion) spirit with the “void 
decks” (vacant spaces on the ground levels of the HDB blocks) and common corridors (common linked 
spaces that provide access to individual units on the same floor) that foster interactions between neighbors. 
 
[Click here for a wonderful talk by Deputy Prime Minister Tharman Shanmugaratnam on the principles of 
design of inclusive neighborhoods in Singapore.] 
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2. The smart use of urban density. 
 
From the very beginning, Singapore planners, constrained by the limited availability of land, chose to build 
up.  As a result, this is one of the densest cities in the world. Yet it constantly scores amongst the highest in 
city livability rankings. 
 
This has been done by carefully designing the height and proportion of buildings in relation to one another. 
Dr. Liu Thai Ker, the legendary Singaporean urban planner, compares this to a chess board where no two 
pieces are of the same height. 
 
Buildings are also interspaced with high quality green open spaces. Since the very beginning, Prime Minister 
Lee Kwan Yew laid the highest emphasis on Singapore being a garden city. 
  
3. An integrated approach to housing—from planning and design, through land assembly and 
construction, to management and maintenance. 
 
The Housing & Development Act (1960) gave the Housing and Development Board, as the apex housing 
agency, the lead role across the housing value chain. In most countries, access to land for affordable housing 
is a critical constraint.  In Singapore in 1967, the Land Acquisition Act empowered the country to acquire 
land at low cost for public use. 



 
Today, 90% of land is owned by the state as opposed to 49% in 1965. Great emphasis is placed on 
standardization and efficiencies in construction management. 
 
For example, merit stars were awarded to contractors who performed consistently well—for every merit star 
earned, the contractor would enjoy a 0.5% bidding preference when tenders were evaluated. In 1982, a “Core 
Contractor Scheme” was introduced under which contractors with a minimum paid-up capital of S$500,000 
and a minimum of five stars attained from the “Merit Star Scheme” are offered a guaranteed annual workload 
for a fixed number of years. 
 
Mention the term “public housing” or “housing estate” and the vision that comes to mind is one of decrepit, 
poorly maintained ghettoes. Singapore housing estate are as far as you can get from this dystopian vision. 
They are immaculately maintained. In 1989, Town Councils were introduced to empower local elected 
representatives and residents to run their own estates. Today, there are 16 Town Councils managing the HDB 
housing estates in Singapore. 
  
4. Long-term and strong political commitment.  
 
Harvard economist Ed Glaeser once said that economics offers tactics not strategy, which means that politics 
must decide what level of support, say, public housing, will receive. Only then can economics advise the 
most efficient way to provide this support. The popular and political support for public housing in Singapore 
is strong and stable. And this has meant a high level of public subsidies to HDB (in 2017 this was S$1.19 
billion). 
  
Did I miss any essential element in the Singapore story? How replicable do you think this experience is to 
other countries? I would love to hear your views. 
 
Related links: 
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MORE BLOGS BY ABHAS 

Jun Zeng 
JANUARY 31, 2018 

Dear Abhas, Such a nice piece of blog and lots of in-depth thoughts, thanks a lot for sharing. Totally agree 
with you the "four essential ingredients to this astonishing success story", which will surely guide other 
governments when designing their own housing programs. Another ingredient that may also worthy 
mentioned here maybe "Fair, open and transparent procedure for housing distribution"? There... 
READ MORE... 
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Abhas Jha 
Abhas Jha 
JANUARY 31, 2018 

Dear Jun Zeng-thank you so much! Yes completely agree. Singapore has a very transparent system of 
allocation with most processes and services available 
online: https://services2.hdb.gov.sg/webapp/FI10AWESVCLIST/FI10SEServiceList Best, Abhas, 

• REPLY 

Jian Vun 
JANUARY 31, 2018 

Dear Abhas, thank you for the interesting and thought-provoking take on Singapore public housing and the 
useful links. I wanted to also add another reason why I think Singapore public housing is successful – not 
only does HDB take great care with planning livable neighborhoods and maintain their assets immaculately, 
but Singapore also has a strong emphasis on good architectural... 
READ MORE... 
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Abhas Jha 
JANUARY 31, 2018 

Great comment Jian! Many thanks! 
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Gil 
JANUARY 31, 2018 

It's a great idea that Singapore has a philosophy think ahead,think again and think across. I wish every 
leader has this king of thoughts. I'm thinking to innovate building material that could help to reduce 
building cost. Anybody can help an idea to convert ashfall (vukcanic ash) to light weight cement panel 
through mixing if chemical hardener composition. Anyone... 
READ MORE... 
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PG 
AUGUST 06, 2018 

There should also be an obligation and legislation to force the use of roof,wall insulation and double glazing 
, and improve the quality of building and reduce the excessive consumption of materials . The waste from 
the building industry should be taxed heavily , and new techniques not only studied but implemented . 
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Mart Eftim 
FEBRUARY 01, 2018 

I think that what makes the Singapore public housing experiment is the way that government bureaucrats 
experience the city they are planning for. In larger countries with many cities or a large rural population it is 
very hard for central planners to actually understand what the urban experience is like. Where as in 
Singapore it is almost impossible for the... 
READ MORE... 
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Andrew Purves 
FEBRUARY 01, 2018 

Abhas Nice article, but perhaps you missed the main benefit of Singapore having acquired 90% of the land - 
which allows the State to benefit from the uplift in land values over time as the economy has developed. 
Given the high proportion of public revenue derived from land values, it means that other taxes (such as 
salaries tax) are very low,... 
READ MORE... 
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Abhas 
FEBRUARY 14, 2018 

Thanks Andrew. Look forward to reading your paper. 
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Nova Camahalan 
FEBRUARY 01, 2018 

Hi Abbas, 
Thanks for your article. Am currently studying on Environmental planning and it helps broaden my 
knowledge. 
Please share more of this strategy especially to our leaders in our country(phils), hope things will be a little 
help in our place. 
Cheers! 
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Jan Gehling 
FEBRUARY 02, 2018 

Hi Abhas, thanks for that great post. I wanted to add the beautiful work of "Architecture of Territory" 
department from ETH Zürich. It may help to contextualize the Singapure case. Best, Jan "After its 
independence in the early 1960s, it looked like Singapore had low chances of survival because of its lack of 
natural hinterland and material resources. But today, on the... 
READ MORE... 
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Abhas 
FEBRUARY 14, 2018 

Excellent points Jan. Thanks for sharing. Abhas. 
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Jean Chia 
FEBRUARY 06, 2018 

One additional element (which many cities ask about) is how Singapore made its massive public housing 
scheme financially sustainable through the virtuous cycle of economic growth and CPF financing. Also 
sharing an earlier publication I did with CLC which covered the financing of public housing 
- https://www.clc.gov.sg/publications/uss2014-financing-a-city.htm - Jean Chia, NUS 
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Chionh Chye Khye 
FEBRUARY 06, 2018 

Interesting article that highlighted some key success factors for Singapore’s public housing. However, being 
concise the article have omitted several other critical factors that made public housing such a success in 
Singapore. One is the strong economy that created good jobs for the people allowing so many to have the 
income to own their owned (whether private or public).... 
READ MORE... 
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Tali Bruk 
FEBRUARY 07, 2018 

Thank you for this article. I have a question with regard to the operational costs of the multi-storey 
buildings. In South Africa, there is a government grant for affordable housing. However, sectional title 
ownership of multi storey apartments has only been successful where a private developer has incorporated 
the affordable housing into a larger development that also includes apartments for... 
READ MORE... 
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Abhas 
FEBRUARY 14, 2018 

Dear Tali-thanks for your comments. Indeed one of the strengths of the Singapore housing experience has 
been its strong linkages with the overall economic development strategy, and in partuclar with the 
manufacturing strategy. The earliest housing estates like Tampines were located with a view to keeping 
housing close to jobs. I will be doing a separate blog post on the... 
READ MORE... 
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Captain Bakhtyar S Kaoosji 
FEBRUARY 13, 2018 

Dear Mr Abhas, 
My daughter Tehmina Kaoosji sent me the link to read.I enjoyed the interview on Bernama.. 
With best wishes 
Bakhtyar. 
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FEBRUARY 14, 2018 

Thank you Captain Kaoosji. I enjoyed meeting and talking to Tehmina. Best regards, Abhas. 
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priya singh 
JULY 02, 2018 

Thank For Sharing. Your Article very useful 
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jessica 
MARCH 29, 2019 

Thank you for a very useful article. Living in an apartment, has now become part of the lifestyle of the 
urban or millennial generation. Practical, modern and comfortable, it is the top reason. Do a thorough 
survey of the location of an apartment. It is better to choose an apartment that is close to work or daily 
activities. 
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Anonymous 
APRIL 16, 2019 

Excellent. 
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Abhijeet Dhar 
OCTOBER 07, 2019 

Hello Abhas, That's really an Insightful article. We are working on a Project to see the Viability to Involve 
Govt in Major Countries to adopt a similar philosophy to reduce the urban Housing crisis using Housing on 
Subscription. We are proposing Govt to list Vacant & unsold Housing Inventory in such major cities and put 
them up on Rent at subsidized... 
READ MORE... 
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Majid Munir 
OCTOBER 07, 2019 

Dear Abhas, 
Very informative piece. I am putting together a pitch for low income housing in Pakistan and was 
wondering if you are open to advising on pitch given. 



Regards, 
Majid Munir 

• REPLY 

Khasane 
OCTOBER 07, 2019 

I am studying housing in South Africa and your comments with Tali are just up the street for my thesis. 
Can't wait for your next blog. 
Thanks 
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Mr. Martin Buttner 
OCTOBER 07, 2019 

We have direct access to genuine providers of Bank Guarantee (BG), Standby Letter of Credit (SBLC) and 
loan facilities. Issuance is by AA rated Bank in Europe, Middle East, Asia and USA. We also monetize same 
BG/SBLC for 100% cash if you do not have a monetizer. Please contact me for full details: Contact: Mr. 
Martin Buttner Tel/WhatsApp: +14247815951 Email/Skype: martinbuttner@hotmail.com ... 
READ MORE... 
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PAUL 
OCTOBER 07, 2019 

One component that was not mentioned, but integral to the approach is the idea that the Public Housing 
Apartments are owned on 99-year lease, and that financing arrangements were made in the earlier years to 
enable competitive mortgage rates with gov-linked banking entity. There are government subsidies in the 
pricing of the flats, graduated to the size of the unit,... 
READ MORE... 
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Abhas Jha 
OCTOBER 07, 2019 

Yes these are good points and remind me that I need to another blogpost on the financing of Singapore’s 
public housing aspects which I did not address in this post! 
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