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Background 

In the 1990s, efforts were made in some municipalities to put local 
housing policy on a broader footing (Sunde and Råde 2001). These 
efforts were given concrete expression with the publication of a 
Government White Paper on what could be done to help young 
and disadvantaged people acquire a home of their own (St.meld. 
nr. 49 (1997-98) Om boligetablering for unge og vanskeligstilte). 
This is where the idea of the social housing plan was conceived. 

The White Paper explored measures to help low-income 
households establish a home. Particular attention was given to the 
situation of young disadvantaged people. The then Bondevik 
Government wanted to improve their chances in the housing 
market be encouraging local authorities to draft and implement 
social housing action plans. In 1999, the Norwegian State Housing 
Bank initiated a two-year project devoted to the social housing 
plan.  

The social housing action plan is a relatively new type of plan 
which municipalities are encouraged to draw up. It is not a 
statutory duty per se, but its theme is included as one of the many 
objectives of the local planning system as defined by the 2008 
Planning and Building Act. The social housing action plan parallels 
in part sector plans dealing with adjacent or overlapping issues, 
such as municipal substance abuse and mental health plans, 
housing plans and services for people with disabilities. 
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Implementation by the State Housing Bank 

The Housing Bank issued guidance material explaining the 
purpose and methods of the planning process. There is a need to 
examine, the guidelines suggest, social housing needs in light of the 
municipality’s wider housing policy and the planning of social 
housing in conjunction with other municipal plans. 
 
The initial phase was evaluated by Sunde and Råde (2001) who 
found that many municipalities were making good progress, even 
though it was taking longer than expected due to a lack of planning 
capacity and expertise. Council officers were particularly aware, 
said Sunde and Råde, of the need to align the new action plan with 
the financial plan and other key municipal plans. Indeed, councils 
saw the benefit of the new plan and intended to roll their social 
housing plans over into successive periods. 

Many municipalities have prepared a social housing plan. But 
municipalities draft other sectoral plans of relevance to the same 
issues, such as mental health and substance abuse, dementia and 
various categories of disability. These plans are prepared without 
definite roll-over intervals. It is moreover a daunting task to roll 
over all plans, municipal and sectoral, as a general rule, and will 
quickly exceed municipal planning capacity. 
 
After completion of the first interim report on municipal efforts to 
establish local social housing plans, the next few years were 
uneventful. Interest turned to local authorities’ attempts to house 
homeless people and housing and services connected with the 
undertaking. Studies of social housing lost sight of the municipal 
planning perspective to a certain extent. 

Method and research questions 

It was unclear for a time whether the initial surge of social housing 
planning, 2003–2005, would be revised and whether the plans were 
put to use in municipal planning. NIBR therefore contacted the 
Housing Bank with a proposal to study social housing plans and 
planning in the municipalities, and look at how the plans were 
drafted and integrated into the wider municipal planning process. 
Based on available literature, we asked the following questions: 
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� What characterises the development of the social housing 
plans? Are they rolled over and how is the work organised? 

� What did the municipalities achieve in the first round of 
social housing planning? 

� What do social housing plans indicate as the major 
challenges facing social housing policy? Which planning and 
restructuring processes do these plans suggest? 

� What can we say about the social housing plan? Is it a 
“secondary” plan or does it serve as a template in other areas 
of planning? Is there perhaps a process of mutual exchange? 

� With what type of plan is the social housing plan primarily 
aligned?  

We proposed an exploratory study of three case municipalities: 
Kristiansund, Steinkjer and Melhus. We explain methodology in 
Chapter 2. 

The study builds on available documents and interviews with 
municipal officials. 

The structure of the report 

The report devotes a chapter to each of the selected municipalities 
(chapters 3–5). Each chapter reviews the municipality’s social 
housing planning. 

In Chapter 6 we summarise and assess the material as a whole in 
relation to the principal issues to emerge from the study. These 
issues relate both to planning and implementation with much of 
the focus on the restructuring of municipal housing stock and 
expansion of services to enable them to cater to the “new” tenants 
of municipal rental housing. 

Findings 

A key element of a social housing plan is the estimate of housing 
needs in relation to supply in the municipal housing stock.   

Restructuring the municipal housing stock 

Housing policy has changed over the years with regard to who to 
help and how to go about it. As one informant said, “It’s the local 
authority’s job to help people find a place to live, but not as 
tenants in public rental housing.” The officer’s remark illustrates 
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the changed conception of who council housing should be 
allocated to and what type of housing they will need in the future. 
The case municipalities have something else in common as well: 
the rental housing stock is dilapidated and not suited to the needs 
of people standing in line for a council house. 

The authorities were therefore obliged to restructure the rental 
housing stock. And as restructuring progressed our case 
municipalities confronted several issues:  

It was by working on its social housing plan that the Steinkjer 
municipal authorities discovered that many current tenants of 
municipal housing units did not belong to the group for which the 
housing was intended; moreover, the municipality had too many 
rented units. The authorities therefore decided to sell off some of 
the units, which in the event was harder than anticipated because 
the agreements with the tenants were largely of the no fixed 
duration type. The way in which the municipality’s ownership of 
the housing stock was organised also proved an obstacle to a rapid 
sell-off. 

After working on its social housing plan, the Kristiansund 
authorities decided to rehabilitate rental housing stock of historical 
value. It was an enormous undertaking and was therefore framed 
as a unique, single purpose project called Tollåsenga. It was also an 
area development project. One element of the project was to 
promote resident involvement and participation by means of 
training and development. Following this focus on rehabilitation, 
the authorities needed to procure more housing units in the 
ensuing period because demand was higher than supply. 

The Melhus authorities decided to restructure their housing stock 
and wanted to dispose of technically substandard buildings. 
Although they would probably need more housing units, it would 
depend on tenant turnover in the housing they already had.  

Housing needs would also depend on the turnover rate in the 
current rental housing stock. Rented council accommodation was 
meant to be a temporary housing solution. This was a problem in 
all three municipalities. If they succeeded in raising the turnover 
rate, they would need fewer housing units, or the housing surplus 
in one of the municipalities might grow. Two of the municipalities 
had started a programme called “from tenancy to ownership” 
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aimed at giving tenants a fresh start. Two of the elements were 
counselling and financial assistance from the State Housing Bank. 
Municipalities also wanted to help refugees get a foothold in the 
private housing market or obtain a home of their own. Refugees 
were over-represented in the municipal rental housing stock. This 
seems to be something of a general tendency (Grøden 2011). 
However, given the prevailing preference in the past for tenancy 
agreements with no fixed duration, this procedure went rather 
slower than anticipated. 

Allocation of housing units 

We see from the work on social housing plans that there is a 
problem in the allocation of housing units. The issue is how to 
decide who to allocate municipal rental housing to (that is, who 
constitutes the target group) and how allocation should proceed. 
Opinions on the make-up of target group and how allocation 
should proceed have changed. Customarily, the various services 
allocated whatever units they had at “their” disposal. However, as 
experience has shown, letting different services allocate housing 
does not necessarily mean a person in need is helped and gets a 
place to stay. This is because the housing units available for 
allocation to the different services varied and because the analysis 
of the individual applicant’s needs was lacking in various respects. 
Insofar as the social housing plans in this case appear to have 
identified problematic aspects of social housing policy in general, 
they have also prompted the adoption of better organisational 
models. The work has led to a more precise understanding within 
municipal departments and services of who constitutes the target 
group of social housing policy. 

Management and acquisition  

Management models were not a major concern in the social 
housing plans. This is probably because municipal property is 
more than rental housing. Nevertheless, if the authorities are to 
ensure a workable restructuring of the housing stock, they need a 
well-defined and professionally run management structure and 
property development organisation. The three municipalities 
adopted different templates. Two used a dedicated administrative 
agency to develop their housing stock. The third established a 
limited company to undertake the work.  
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Service restructuring 

The analyses contained in the social housing plans indicate a 
growing need for housing with provision of different services. But 
as the interviews also make clear, there is no point in building or 
buying new homes if there aren’t enough resources to fund service 
provision. The hardest part is not to find the investment funding 
for the homes, but the money to pay for the extra services. The 
budgets receive new money, but there is also a clear internal 
instruction to free up resources by restructuring public services. 
Room to manoeuvre has to be created within the existing 
framework. Services have to “think smart”. 

Restructuring also involves redeploying services from older to 
younger people with various needs (see Brevik 2010). These 
changes have led to the reorganisation of service delivery and, as 
we found, to the coordination of service provision through service 
stations covering specific areas. And restructuring means wider 
participation of parties other than health professionals in the 
ambulatory teams. 

Service rationalisation affects the pattern of new housing 
developments – why we are getting larger numbers of 
housing units in the same place 

But what the interviews made abundantly clear was that the notion 
of service rationalisation (organising smartly) also had an 
appreciable effect on the restructuring of the housing stock. 
Building new homes in the vicinity of local service stations was 
particularly successful because each station could cater to a larger 
number of clients. The same applied to gathering demanding 
clients together in a particular location to achieve economies of 
scale. 

Interviewees also mentioned situations involving a housing unit 
with five tenants, one of whom was a particularly demanding client 
in terms of care needs. By moving this client to another unit where 
there were other tenants with similar care needs, the original unit 
could be enlarged to make room for twice the number of clients as 
before, and be served by the same service station.  

These are examples of “smart” solutions whereby people with 
significant care needs are moved to adjacent units; adjacent 
housing with smaller numbers of units is phased out; and adjacent 
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Social housing plan – Sub-municipal plan or sector plan? 

None of the social housing action plans from our case 
municipalities was based on the sub-municipal plan template. This 
could be because sub-municipal plans have to meet many more 
processual and decision-making criteria than sector plans, where 
the Planning and Building Act’s criteria do not apply. Local 
planning capacity is limited and restricts councils’ ability to run and 
synchronise a large number of sub-municipal plans simultaneously. 
There are only so many planning tasks a municipal planning 
strategy can cope with.  

Social housing plans and the municipal planning system 

Consistency is the golden rule of the Norwegian planning system 
from planning to implementation – from the overarching goals of 
the municipal master plan’s section on community development to 
resource allocation and funding set out in the financial plan and 
annual budget. The guidance material issued by the Housing Bank 
on social housing action plans and their preparation includes a 
useful illustration of this relationship of different municipal plans 
to the social housing plan, see chapter 1. 

We studied the municipal plans, including the community plans 
and planning strategies, without always finding evidence of much 
internal consistency between plans based on the Planning and 
Building Act and the social housing plans. However, the study 
clearly shows that the planning processes which inform the social 
housing plans in the main are those of the financial plans and 
annual budgets. The mechanisms set out in the social housing 
action plan are itemised in the operating and investment budgets. 
This is in line with what the progress evaluation of the Housing 
Bank’s development the social housing plan, conducted by Sunde 
and Råde (2001), found. When the social housing plans are linked 
to other plans, the financial plan tends in this context to stand out 
as the most important. 

The interviews in the municipalities did reveal something of a 
“chicken and egg” problem, i.e. the relationship between the social 
housing action plan and the financial plan. Should the action plan 
feed into the municipality’s financial plan or should the action plan 
(like a technical or sub-municipal plan) observe the constraints set 
out in financial plan? Most agree that there needs to be some sort 
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units in larger complexes phased in. This can involve bringing 
different target groups together in the same housing complexes, 
creating larger groups of dwelling units. The trend has been 
studied by Söderstöm and Tøssebro (2011), who found that 
disabled people are increasingly likely to live in larger and more 
complex communities than previously.  

As we have pointed out, because municipalities need to restructure 
their public services, they have also started to review the location 
of homes and what can be done to encourage closer knit housing 
complexes, rather than maintaining diffused units. The philosophy 
informs the decisions to sell off housing and where to build new. 
“Smart” location planning allows services to cater to a larger 
number of homes without over stretching current capacity. 
Municipal authorities are extending and moving clients around to 
get the most out of the service system. 

Administrative commitment and rollover of social housing 
plans  

The three municipalities adopted rather different approaches to 
the social housing plan. Kristiansund ensured broad political and 
administrative backing for the planning process. Kristiansund was 
one of the early starters and, as we discovered, kept “on track”, 
both in the planning work and in putting the social housing plan 
into practice. Politicians in Steinkjer and Melhus have not been 
involved in the process to the same degree, and documents are 
increasingly prepared within the council administration. Steinkjer’s 
first plan was not fully implemented, and policy changed during 
the drafting of the last social housing plan. Melhus authorities have 
not completed the organisational part of the first social housing 
plan and during a new planning process an alternative model was 
put in place. It is difficult to say whether widespread administrative 
and political backing in Kristiansund ensured policy consistency 
and successful implementation. But the commitment found at all 
stages of the process is evidence of the widespread sense of 
ownership of the plan and, not least, of the regeneration of the 
Tollåsenga area. At the same time we need to point out that many 
of the people involved in the project from the start 1999 remain in 
place to the present day, among them an “administrative 
enthusiast”. 
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of interaction or reciprocation. But this requires a solid social 
housing plan and a dependable procedure whereby the 
mechanisms provided for in the sector plans are fed into the 
budget. It also requires widespread commitment to the plans 
within the administration. 

 


